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Chapter Questions



Color of Water Questions 
Chapter  1 “Dead”  
1. Why does Ruth say she’s dead? 1 
 
2. Why did Rachel Shilsky have to die? 2 
 
3. Why doesn’ t Ruth like the Jewish religion? 2 
 
4. What was Ruth’s father like? 3 
 
5. What was her mother like? 3 
 
 
Chapter  2 “Bicycle”  
1. What two hobbies did Ruth take-up when James was fourteen? 5 
 
2. What was James’  stepfather like? 6 
 
3. How did James react to and deal with his stepfather’s death? 
 
4. How did Ruth deal with her husband’s death? 7 
 
5. How does James describe his mother’s physical appearance? 7 
 
6. Why does James say whites and blacks hate his mother? 8 
 
7. Why doesn’ t James want his mother to ride the bike?  
 
8. What does James begin to notice about his mother? 12 
 
 
Chapter  3 “Kosher”  
1. Why does Ruth say her father married her mother? 15 
 
2. What would Ruth’s father threaten her with? 16 
 
3. How did the Russians treat the Jews? 16 
 
4. What activities were not allowed on the Sabbath? 17 
 
5. Why was Ruth so confused about death? 18 
 
6. What does Ruth fear about death? 19 
 
Chapter  4 “Black Power”  
1. How does James learn about his mother? 21-22 
 
2. How did James and his siblings deal with the “ realities we had no control over”?22 
 
3. Why may Ruth have gotten upset when the teachers would ask her if her children were 

adopted?23 
 



4. Why may James’  teachers have asked Ruth if James was adopted?  
 
5. Why do you think Ruth avoids talking about her past with her children? 24-25 
 
6. Why did James fear for his mother’s safety? 25 
 
7. How did the media effect James’  perception of the Black Panthers? 27 
 
8. Why do you think Ruth was so adamant about her children staying at home and keeping their 

business private? 27 
 
9. According to James, what is the immigrant mentality? 29 
 
10. What did James’  parents believe was the way out of poverty? 29 
 
11. Do you agree with the above? Explain. 
 
12. Why is it contradicting that his mother sends him to white schools? 
 
13. Where does James’  mother like to hang out?31 
 
14. How was Ruth treated by white people?  
 
15. How was Ruth treated by black people? 
 
16. Why is James so afraid of the Black Panthers? 36 
 
17. Why did James sock the boy? 36 
 
18. Who is more violent, James or the Black Panther? Explain your answer. 
 
 
Chapter  5, “The Old Testament”  
1. What did Ruth’s father do for a living? 37 
 
2. Why did Ruth’s family move so much? 37 
 
3. Why does Ruth say people noticed her? 38 
 
4. Why didn’ t Ruth’s mom want to move Suffolk? 39 
 
5. Why did the Jews get mad at Ruth’s father? 40 
 
6. How did Tateh treat his wife? 41 
 
7. What did Ruth’s father do to her? 42-43 
 
 
Chapter  6 “ The New Testament”  

1. What does James compare his mother’s singing to? 45 



2. What can you infer about the Reverend’s education based on the trouble he has with 

reading?47 

3. What two similes do the author use while explaining the Reverend’s sermons? 47 

4. What doesn’ t mom like to hear about in a sermon? 48 

5. Why do you think James’  mother only cries in church? 50 

6. Why does James think his mother cries? 50 

7. Why does mom say God is the color of water? 51 

8. Why do you think Richie gets so mad at the white picture of Jesus? 52 

Chapter  7 “ Sam”  

9. How does Mameh react to the sailors? 57 

10. Why do you think she reacts this way? 58 

11. Why was Ruth’s family uneasy in Suffolk?59 

12. What is ironic about Tateh’s worries that he will be robbed by his black customers?59 

13. Why is Ruth afraid of guns?60 

14. What were living conditions like back then according to Ruth?60 

15. What phrase does she use to describe black people’s lives in the south?61 

16. According to Ruth, what made the black folks happy where she lived?61 

17. Why do you think her dad hated black people so much?61 

18. What was the only ting that made Sam smile?63 

19. What happened to Sam?63 

20. What was her aunt’s response when she asked for help?63 

 

Chapter  8 “ Brothers and Sisters”  

21. What did the kids eat for dinner? 67 

22. What is mom’s top priority?70 

23. Why did Helen quit school?73 



24. What is fair of mom to lay the responsibility of making Helen stay on the kids? 

25. Why do you think Helen ran away and refused to come home? 

 

Chapter  9 “ Shul”  

26. How was Ruth/Rachel treated by the other kids in Suffolk? 80 

27. Why didn’ t Ruth/Rachel have any Jewish friends in Suffolk? 81 

28. How did Frances and her family treat Rachel? 81 

29. How does mom say being poor was different back then as compared to nowadays? 82 

30. What were some of the things people ate back then? 83 

31. In what way was Ruth starving when she was a child? 83 

Chapter  10 “School”  
1. What do we find out about their education? 87 
 
2. How does James react to the racism towards him? 90 

3. What does James use to escape? 90 

4. How is the boy in the mirror different from James? 91 

5. What is mom’s bean story about? 93 

6. What does Mom do to keep the kids busy?   

7. Why do you think his mom ignored the outside world when they would go out?100 

8. Why doesn’ t James want to go places with his mother anymore?100 

9. How does the store owner react to James’  mother?102 

10. How does James’  interest in independence backfire?103 

11. Do you think Ruth over reacted?103 

12. How has growing up in a dual-race household affected James as an adult?104 

13. What does the statement “ I belong to the world of one God, one people”  tell you about 
James’  views on race and identity now?104 

 
Chapter  11 “Boys”  

1. Why did Ruth fall in love with a black man?107 



2. What would they do to interracial couples back then according to Ruth?107 

3. Why do you think Tateh spent his family time slaughtering chickens?108 

4. Why won’ t Tateh buy his children new clothes?109 

5. What does Ruth say she loves about “black folks”?109 

6. How did Peter win Ruth over?110 

7. What did Peter risk in dating Ruth?110 

8. What does Ruth say about the South?111 

9. Why won’ t Ruth eat crab?111 

10. Who knows Ruth is pregnant?114 

11. Why do you think mom wants her to go to New York? 

Chapter  12 “Daddy”  

1. What does Hunter do for a living? 118 

2. Who does James know as his father? 118 

3. What is the irony of Hunter spending his life savings on the house? 119 

4. Why didn’ t Hunter live at the St. Alban’s house?119 

5. How do the stepfather and mom’s priorities match?124 

6. What happened with the brownstone?125 

7. Why do you think James avoided visiting him?126 

8. How does “Daddy”  mention race?127 

9. Why doesn’ t James tell his stepfather how he felt about him?127 

Chapter  13 “New York”  

1. How does her extended family treat Ruth? 130 

2. What does Ruth say she loves about NY? 130 

3. How does Aunt Mary treat her? 133 

4. What did she do about the pregnancy? 134 

5. What was most important to Mameh’s sisters? 135 



6. How does her family deal with their feelings?  

7. Explain the metaphor “ If you throw water on the floor it will find a hole”  135 

Chapter  14 “Chicken Man”  
1. What is James’  reaction to his mother’s piano playing?138 

2. How does James take advantage of this situation?138 

3. Why does he want to get away from his mom?138 

4. What does mom do with all her money?141 

5. How does James earn money?141 

6. How does James deal with his pain?142 

7. How is he like his Jewish aunts? (in the way he deals with his pain)142 

8. Why does James like the corner?147 

9. Why does Jack send James to the corner? 

10. What is the lesson behind “Chicken Man’s”  death? 

Chapter  15 “Graduation”  
1. How was the school in New York different than the one in Suffolk?153 
 
2. Why did Ruth go back to Suffolk?153 

3. What does she find out about Peter?154 

4. How does she react to the news about Peter?154 

5. Why does she go to her graduation?155 

6. Why didn’ t her parents go to graduation?157 

7. Why doesn’ t Ruth enter the church? 

Chapter  16 “Driving”  
1. What turned James around?161 
 
2. Why does James continue to smoke pot?163 

3. Why is mom always on the go?164 

4. What keeps his mom going (from going insane).165 

5. What does the driving incident tell us about Ruth? 

 



Chapter  17 “Lost in Harlem”   
 
1. Why was Ruth afraid of Uncle Isaac? 170 

2. What was Aunt Mary up to?170 

3. How does she describe Andrew McBride?171 

4. Why won’ t they give her a job in Harlem?172 

5. Why does Ruth say she went out with Rocky?174 

6. What are Rocky’s plans for Ruth?175 

7. Who steered Ruth away from Rocky?176 

 
Chapter  18 “Lost in Delaware”   
 
1. Why does mom want to move?177 

2. Why does James think it’s best he move?177 

3. Why don’ t his younger siblings want to move?178 

4. Why do the older brothers say they should move?178 

5. Why are they lost in Delaware?180 

6. Why does mom hate Delaware?181 

7. What does mom feel guilty about?182 

8. Why has James become a butler?184 

9. How does he feel about this? 

10. Why do you think she pushes her children away? 

11. Why do you think mom hides her emotions from her kids? 

Chapter  19 “The Promise”   
 
1. Why didn’ t Ruth want James to be a musician?194 

2. How do people react to seeing Dennis and Ruth together?195 

3. Why doesn’ t Dennis marry Ruth?196 

4. Why did Ruth go back home?197 

5. What’s her dad up to?198 



6. Why did the parents get a divorce?200 

7. What is the promise and what do we find out about it?201 

Chapter  20 “Old Man Shilsky”  
 
1. Why did he quit his job and the Boston Globe?204 

2. What other reasons did he feel he had to leave Boston? (not related to work)204 

3. Why do you think his mother refuses to talk about her past?206 

4. Why do you think the old man is laughing so hard at James?207 

5. How does Eddie describe Shilsky?209 

6. How does Eddie describe Rachel? 

 
Chapter  21 “A Bird Who Flies”  
1. How do Mameh’s sisters tell her Bubeh had died? 

2. What is your reaction to the way they broke the news? 

3. Why do you think Ruth hears her mom’s crying in her head? 

4. Why can’ t Ruth stay in Suffolk? 

5. What do you think Ruth should do? 

6. Do you think Ruth should feel guilty about leaving her mom? Y/N why? 

7. How do you think her life would have been different if she would have stayed? 

8. Who is the “Bird Who Flies”  

Chapter  22 “A Jew Discovered”  
1. Why doesn’ t James track Dee Dee down? 

2. How was James treated the first time he asked to see the synagogue? 

3. How did the Jewish people in Suffolk treat James? 

4. Why do you think it was for the best that he wasn’ t raised Jewish? 

5. Why didn’ t James play Aubrey’s greeting to his mother? 

6. Do you agree with James’  statement near the end of the chapter about life? 

Chapter  23 “Dennis”  
1. What were some of the hardships Ruth and Dennis faced being a couple? 



2. Why did they finally get married? 

3. Why can’ t Ruth go south with Dennis? 

4. Why was their wedding a secret? 

5. How did Dennis change? 

6. Do you think Ruth should have taken the kids to see Dennis inside the hospital? Explain. 
7. How did the community respond to Dennis’  death? 

8. Do you think Ruth ‘s family should have helped her out? Why or why not? 

9. Who was Ruth’s “ family”  through her hardships? 

Chapter  24 “New Brown”  
1. Do you agree with Dennis’  statement? 250 

2. What do we find out Dennis hid from Ruth? 251 

3. Why doesn’ t Ruth want to come to the 40th anniversary dinner for the church? 252 

4. What does he compare his mother’s memory to? 253 

5. Based on what James says, why didn’ t Ruth tell her children about her past (childhood)? 253 
Chapter  25 “Finding Ruthie”  
 
1. Why does Ruth bring up the subject of her burial/death? 260 

2. What incident has made Ruth begin to think about her death?261 

3. How does James deal with the color boundary?262 

4. How does James view his white female editors?263 

5. What does James consider growing up privileged?264 

6. Why doesn’ t Ruth encourage James to work in the music business?266 

7. What affect does talking about her past have on Ruth?269 

8. What two things does James compare himself to?270 

9. How has Ruth stayed the same and her children changed?271 

10. How does Ruth act when she goes to visit Frances?274 

 
Epilogue 
1. What does he mean “he didn’ t wear it on his sleeve”?280 

2. Why does James think his mom won’ t go to the wedding?281 



3. How are the women in the McBride-Jordan Clan described?282 

4. What is your interpretation of the ending?285 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary



Name________________Period_____ 
Color of Water Vocabulary Chapters 1-3 

Par t 1. Guessing
1.  “He was seventy-two when he died, 

trim, strong, easygoing, seemingly 
infallible, and though he was my 
stepfather, I always thought of him as 
Daddy”  (5).  

A unbeatable 
B defeated 
C sensitive 
D flawed 
 

2.  “Her oddness, her complete non 
awareness of what the world thought of 
her, a nonchalance in the face of what I 
perceived to be imminent danger from 
blacks and whites who disliked her for 
being a white person in a black world”  
(7-8). 

A concentration 
B indifference 
C anger 
D annoyance 
 

3. “Gradually, as the weeks passed and the 
terror of going to school subsided, I 
began to notice something about my 
mother, that she looked nothing like the 
other kids’  mothers”  (12). 

A grew 
B strengthened 
C formed 
D weakened 
 

4. “She stood behind them, waiting calmly, 
hands in her coat pockets, watching 
intently through the bus windows to see 
where I was, then smiling and waving as 
I yelled my greeting to her through the 
window” (12). 

A distractedly 
B angrily 
C closely 
D quietly 
 

5.  “They were a motley crew of girls and 
boys, ragged, with wild hairdos and 
unkempt jackets, hooting and making 
noise, and only when they were almost 
upon me did  I recognize the faces of my 
elder siblings and my little sister Kathy 
who trailed behind them”(14).  

A angry 
B mixed 
C chaotic 
D immature 
 

6. “They were a motley crew of girls and 
boys, ragged, with wild hairdos and 
unkempt jackets, hooting and making 
noise, and only when they were almost 
upon me did  I recognize the faces of my 
elder siblings and my little sister Kathy 
who trailed behind them”(14). 

A messy 
B neat 
C ripped 
D stained 
 

7. “My parents’  marriage was put together 
by a rov, a rabbi of a high order who 
goes to each of the parents and sees 
about the dowry and arranges the 
marriage contract properly according to 
Jewish law, which meant love had 
nothing to do with it”  (15). 

A religious 
B contracts 
C money 
D romance 
 

8. “ I always remembered that, and I think 
that’s why I’m claustrophobic today, 
because I didn’ t know what death was”  
(18). 

A afraid of heights 
B afraid of spiders 
C afraid of clowns 
D afraid of small spaces 
 



Par t I I . Matching 
1. infallible____ 
2. nonchalance____ 
3. subsided____ 
4. intently____ 
5. motley____ 
6. unkempt____ 
7. dowry____ 
8. claustrophobic____ 
 

A a mixture of different parts, colors, or people 
B acting disinterested or having a casual lack of concern 
C having one’s attention focused or fixed on something 
D money or goods a wife brings to a marriage 
E someone who does not make errors 
F someone who feels uncomfortable in tight spaces 
G to become less quiet, less active, or less violent 
H uncared for or neglected 

 

Part I I I . Fill-in 
1. Janice prefers to take the stairs because she feels ______________ in elevators. 

2. The boy needs to brush his hair and wash his clothes because he looks ____________. 

3.The police officer was watching the man ___________ because he looked like he was about to 
commit a crime. 
4. If it were not for kryptonite, Superman would be _____________. 

5. At first, Ned’s ankle was killing him when he sprained it, but the pain eventually __________. 

6. We were not sure if he had won the contest because he acted with ______________.  

7. Although a ____________ is unusual these days, there are still some men out there who marry 
a woman for her money. 
8. There is a ______________ of shoes at Payless; you never know what you are going to find. 

Part IV. Your own Sentence 
1. infallible________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

2. nonchalance______________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

3. subsided_________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

4. intently_________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

5. motley__________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________ 

6. unkempt_________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

7. dowry__________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________ 

8. claustrophobic____________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________



 
Name_________________Per.____ 

Color of Water Vocabulary Chapters 4-5 
9. “Answering questions about her personal 

history did not jibe with Mommy’s view 
of parenting twelve curious, wild, 
brown-skinned children”  (21).  

A agree 
B clash 
C stay 
D succeed 

10.  “We traded information on Mommy the 
way people trade baseball cards at trade 
shows, offering bits and pieces fraught 
with gossip”  (21-2).  

A emptied 
B trapped 
C filled 
D void 

11. “That night I lay wide awake in bed 
waiting for Mommy to get home from 
work at two A.M., whereupon she laid 
the ruse out as I sat in the kitchen table 
in my tattered Fruit of the Loom 
underwear”  (23-4).  

A game 
B plan 
C idea 
D trick 

12.  “She and my father brought a curious 
blend of Jewish-European and African-
American distrust and paranoia into our 
house”(28).  

A honesty 
B lying 
C distrust 
D racism 

13.  “On her end, Mommy had no model for 
raising us other than the experience of 
her own Orthodox Jewish family, which 
despite the seeming flaws—and 
unbending nature, a stridency, a focus on 
money, a deep distrust of all outsiders, 
not to mention her father’s tyranny—
represented the best and worst of the 
immigrant mentality…” (29). 

A caring 
B ignorance 
C cruelty 

D oblivion 
14.  “She couldn’ t stand racists of either 

color and had a great distaste for 
bourgeois blacks who sought to emulate 
rich whites by putting on airs and ‘doing 
silly things like covering their couches 
with plastic and holding teacups with 
their pinkies out’ ”  (30). 

A middle class 
B upper class 
C lower class 
 

15.   “She couldn’ t stand racists of either 
color and had a great distaste for 
bourgeois blacks who sought to emulate 
rich whites by putting on airs and ‘doing 
silly things like covering their couches 
with plastic and holding teacups with 
their pinkies out’ ”  (30). 

A kill 
B imitate 
C mock 
D lower 

16.  “…while the young dudes in hooded 
sweatshirts stare balefully at the strange, 
bowlegged old white lady in Nikes and 
red sweats who slowly hobble up the 
three flights of dark, urine-smelling 
stairs on arthritic knees to visit her best 
friend…” (31). 

A annoyed 
B bored 
C evilly 
D mysteriously 

17.  “He placed the kid’s bags in the back of 
the bus and when the kid went to step on 
the bus, instead of hugging the child, the 
father offered his hand, and father and 
son did a magnificent, convoluted black-
power soul handshake called the “dap,”  
the kind of handshake that lasts five 
minutes…” (35). 

A straightforward 
B brief 
C disgusting 
D twisted 

Par t I I . Matching 
1. jibe ___ 
2. fraught___ 

3. ruse___ 
4. paranoia___ 
5. tyranny___ 



6. bourgeois___ 
7. emulate___ 
8. balefully___ 
9. convoluted___ 

 

 
a. agree with 
b. belonging to the middle class; mediocre 
c. cruel or unjust use of power 
d. evilly, mischievously 
e. full of 
f. to imitate 
g. trick; scheme to trick others 
h. twisted; spiral 
i. when someone imagines others are after them 

 
Par t I I I . Fill-in 
1. The pumpkin pie was ____________ with spices. 

2. The soldier’s _____________ was not unfounded, since there really were enemies spying. 

3. The girl told her parents a _____________story when she came home after curfew. 

4. The monkey tried to ______________ the facial expressions of the man. 

5. Ashton Kutcher admitted that the story he told his friends on Punk’d was a _________. 

6. Fidel Castro’s ___________ is looked down on by most countries. 

7. The boys obnoxious attitude did not _________ with the other students. 

8. The girl looked ______________ at her boyfriend after she found out he cheated on her. 

9. Most of the people who live in Thousand Oaks are ______________. 

Par t IV. Your  own sentences 
1. jibe __________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

2. fraught__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

3. ruse__________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

4. paranoia_________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

5. tyranny_________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

6. bourgeois________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

7. emulate________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

8. balefully________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

9. convoluted_______________________________________________________________ 



 
Name__________________ Per.___ 

Color of Water Vocabulary Chapters 6-9 
Par t I . Guessing Directions: Read each sentence below from the novel and guess the meaning of the 
underlined word. Write your guess in the area below the sentence. 
 
18.  “ I never understood why God would climb into 

these people with such fervor, until I became a 
grown man myself and came to understand the 
nature and power of God’s many blessings, but 
even as a boy I knew God was all-powerful 
because of Mommy’s utter deference to Him” 
(50).  

A dislike 
B disregard 
C appreciation 
D confusion 
 

19. “ ’Big Kids,’  who didn’ t have to go to bed early, 
didn’ t believe in the tooth fairy, and were 
appointed denizens of power by Mommy, who 
of course wielded ultimate power”  (65).  

A abusers 
B residents 
C ignorers  
D worshippers 
 

20.  “We would hide food from one another, 
squirreling away a precious grilled cheese or 
fried bologna sandwich, but the hiding places 
were know to all and foraged by all and the 
precious commodity was usually discovered and 
devoured before it got cold” (66).  

A trash 
B treasure 
C article 
 

21.  “Mommy would disappear in the morning and 
return later with huge cans of peanut butter 
which some benevolent agency had distributed 
from some basement area in the housing 
projects”  (66). 

A kind 
B simple 
C evil 
D unfair 

22.  “We snuck into each other’s rooms by night to 
trade secrets, argue, commiserate, spy, and 
continue chess games and monopoly games that 
had begun days earlier”  (68).  

A argue 
B sympathize 
C sleep 
D fight 
 

23.  “His great achievements, spoken of in his 
absence because he came home only for 
holidays, were glowingly recounted, dissected, 
rumored, enhanced, extolled”  (70). 

A mourned 
B condemned 
C denounced 
D praised 
 

24.  “Helen, once a peripheral figure in these 
discussions, became the epicenter, instigator, 
and protagonist. ‘You have to fight the system!’  
she’d yell”  (73). 

A distant 
B upfront 
C central 
D disliked 
 

25. “This would set off a barrage of laughing 
commentary from my elder siblings, gurus of 
life and wisdom who had seen and done it all”  
(73). 

A simpletons 
B masters 
C geniuses 
D students 
 

26.  “She would order us to serve her ice water in 
tall glasses and send us to the candy store for 
Devil Dogs and Montclair cigarettes, which we 
fetched with great dispatch and offered to her 
with proper subservience ”  (74). 

A compliance 
B irritation 
C disgust 
D disturbance



Part I I . Matching Definitions 
  

1. deference __ 
2. denizens __ 
3. commodity  __ 
4. benevolent  __ 
5. commiserate __ 
6. extolled __ 
7. peripheral __ 
8. gurus __ 
9. subservience __ 

a. spiritual teachers; masters 
b. praised highly 
c. inhabitants or occupants 
d. yielding to the opinion or wishes of another person 
e. being polite or obedient 
f. kind 
g. something you can use to trade; anything that meets a need 
h. relating to or being part of the outward bounds of something 
i. to feel or express sympathy

Par t I I I . Matching sentences 
1. The ___________ of Karate trained the students. 

2. I saw the car coming out of my _____________ vision and slammed on my brakes just in time. 
3. Gold is a valuable _________________. 

4. The artist’ s work is ________________ in many countries. 

5. She felt ___________ with her sister’s pain when she was dumped by her boyfriend. 

6. The servant’s ______________ was expected by her employers. 

7. The ___________ grandmother donated all of her money to charity. 

8. Indians were originally ______________ of California. 

9. In ______________ to his wishes, she washed the dishes. 

 
Par t IV. Your  own sentences Write your own sentence demonstrating understanding of the word; 
underline or highlight the word in your sentence. 
 

1. deference________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

2. denizens________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

3. commodity______________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

4. benevolent_______________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

5. commiserate_____________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

6. extolled________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

7. peripheral_______________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

8. gurus________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________ 

9. subservience_____________________________________________________________ 



Color of Water Vocabulary Chapters 10-13 
 
27. “ She angrily whipped off some 

gibberish and the merchants gawked 
even more”  (86). 

A yelled 
B angered 
C stared 
D tired 
 

28. “We were insulated from their world and 
any other world but our own”  (86).  

A separated 
B wired 
C welcomed 
D tired 
 

29.  “…but because of my own experience 
with Jewish teachers an classmates—
some who were truly kind, genuine, 
sensitive, other who could not hide their 
distaste for my black face—people I’d 
met during my own contacts with the 
Jewish world, which Mommy tacitly 
arranged by forcing every one of us to 
go to predominately Jewish public 
schools”  (87).  

A violently 
B quietly 
C absentmindedly 
D seriously 
 

30. “Every year the bureaucratic dinosaur 
know as the New York City Public 
School System would belch forth a tiny 
diamond: they slipped a notice to parents 
giving them the opportunity to have their 
kids bused to different school districts if 
they wanted…”(88).  

A simplistic 
31. “But to the cops, he was just another 

black perpetrator with a story, and he 
was arrested and jailed”  (97).  

A child 
B person 
C criminal 
D genius 
 

32.  “Altogether there were four brothers—
he, Henry, Walter, and Garland—and 
they epitomized old-time cool: suave, 
handsome black men who worked hard, 
drank hard, dressed well, liked fine 
women and new money”  (121). 

A represented 
B mocked 
C hated 
D loved 

 
33.  “Daddy’s favorite was Walter, the most 

fun-loving gregarious of his brothers”  
(121). 

A anti-social 
B silly 
C social 
D awkward 
 

34.  “Mommy sat by him in silence, her face 
ashen”  (126). 

A dark 
B pale 
C tired 
D happy 
 

35.  “ I wasn’ t showing, but she knew 
something was going on because I was 
so distraught. 

A easygoing 
B talkative 
C excited 
D upset 

 B evil 
C anarchic 
D governmental 

 



Par t I I . Matching Definitions 
_____1. gawked 
_____2. insulated 
_____3. tacitly 
_____4. bureaucratic 
_____5. perpetrator 
_____6. epitomized 
_____7. gregarious 
_____8. ashen 
_____9. distraught 

 

a. pale 
b. sociable 
c. isolated; detached 
d. having to do with a system of government run by 

officials 
e. representative or typical of something 
f. someone who commits a foolish act, usually a crime 
g. in a state of confusion 
h. implied, but not spoken 
i. stared 
 

Par t I I I . Your  own Sentence 
 

10. gawked ________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

11. insulated________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

12. tacitly __________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

13. bureaucratic _____________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

14. perpetrator ______________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

15. epitomized  ______________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

16. gregarious _______________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

17. ashen __________________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________________ 

18. distraught _______________________________________________________________ 

 __________________________________________________________________



Color of Water Vocabulary Chapters 14-16
 
36.  “My stepfather’s final admonition to me 

went unheeded as I absolved myself of 
all responsibility and stayed out of the 
house as much as possible…”(140).  

 
A cursed 
B freed 
C forced 
D ignored 
 

37.  “She sometimes wrapped her head in 
scarves and worked as a cook and 
domestic, usually for white people, but 
beneath her domestic look was an 
intelligent, clairvoyant woman who 
understood more about me as a mixed 
child than I understood about myself”  
(143).  

A stupid 
B lazy 
C insightful 
D angry 

 

38.  “The men on the corner were honorable 
drinking men, with their own code of 
ethics: A man’s word was his bond, you 
never insulted anyone’s 
woman…”(145).  

 
A chaos 
B drunkenness 
C crime 
D rules 

 
39.  “He’s set up shop on the Corner like it 

was his office, sitting in the front of the 
liquor store on a wood crate and 
drinking till he ran our of liquor or 
money, at which time he’d stagger off, 
blindly drunk, laughing at some silly 
philosophy he’d just laid down”  (146). 

 
A beliefs 
B lies 
C slanders 
D insults 
 

40.  “Their world was insular, away from the 
real world that I was running from” 
(147).  

 
A crowded 
B unsafe 
C isolated 
D risky 

 
41.  “The man who ran it was named 

Herman, a big, burly black man with a 
wide chest who was mean as the day was 
long”  (148). 

 
A sturdy 
B thin 
C weak 
D short 

 
42.  “Not long after, however, a guy named 

Mike…had an argument on the Corner 
with his girlfriend Mustang, a fine, lithe 
black woman with a large black ass and 
a foxy wiggle”  (150). 

 
A skinny 
B stupid 
C ugly 
D flexible 

 
43. “My stepfather had kept his ’68 Pontiac 

Catalina, gold colored with blue interior, 
immaculate” (159). 

A dirty 
B ugly 
C clean 
D broken-down 

 
44.  “Her past had always been a secret to 

us, and remained so even after my 
stepfather died, but what she had left 
behind was so big, so complete that she 
could never entirely leave it: the 
dissipation of her own Jewish 
family…”(163). 

 
A shrinking 
B scattering 
C growing 
D closeness 

 



 
_____1. absolved 
_____2. clairvoyant 
_____3. ethics 
_____4. philosophy 
_____5. insular 
_____6. burly 
_____7. lithe 
_____8. dissipation 

a bending easily 
b freed from 
c having exceptional insight 
d moral principles; rules of conduct 
e scattering in different directions 
f standing alone like an island; isolated 
g sturdy; stout 
h the pursuit of wisdom; study of truth 
 

1. My mother is ______________________; she can always tell when something is bothering 
me. 
2. The _______________ man had the perfect body for being a security guard. 
3. The ________________ ballerina danced gracefully around the stage. 
4. Her _________________ was to be honest, sincere, and loyal. 
5. His family provided a ________________ world; he felt protected and secure, but had little 
contact with the outside world. 
6. The priest __________________ the people from their sins. 
7. Even though they’ re criminals, the gang still follows a code of _______________; they never 
steal from their neighborhood. 
8. The _______________of their family was complete when the children moved to different 
states in the country. 
 
Your  own sentence (under lined the word you use in the sentence) 
1.absolved___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

2.clairvoyant ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

3.ethics___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

4.philosophy___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

5.insular ___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

6.burly___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

7.lithe___________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

8.dissipation___________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 



 
Name______________ 

Color of Water Vocabulary Chapters 17-20 
 

Par t I . Read each sentence below, paying close attention to the underlined word. Choose the word from 
the list that means the same as the underlined word. 
 

45. “Now that was a true man there. By that I mean he 
was inquisitive, and funny, and easygoing and 
secure”  (170). 

A tired 
B short 
C curious 
D mild 
 

46. “Dennis saw the callous way my aunt treated me, 
and he saw her love trysts with Mr. Stein, and he 
never said anything about how she acted with Mr. 
Stein, but he’d always offer a kind word to me, or 
just make a joke”  (171). 

A mean 
B caring 
C sensitive 
D friendly 
 

47.  “Dennis saw the callous way my aunt treated me, 
and he saw her love trysts with Mr. Stein, and he 
never said anything about how she acted with Mr. 
Stein, but he’d always offer a kind word to me, or 
just make a joke”  (171).  

A quarrels 
B affairs 
C secrets 
D fights 
 

48.  “People were flowing up to Harlem in droves, 
from the South, from Chicago, from everyplace”  
(171).  

A singles 
B groups 
C hotels 
D cars 
 

49. “The troopers were tall, arrogant, and 
unsympathetic”  (180). 

A friendly 
B kind 
C conceited 
D humble 
 

50. “…when I later covered cops as a reporter for the 
Wilmington News Journal, I saw a much better 
side of the Delaware state police. But Mommy did 
not have that insight, and from that moment on she 
hated Delaware”  (181). 

 
A depth 
B promise 
C transparency 
D understanding 
 

51. “We’ re really moving back to New York now.”… 
“Contingency plans were made. Appointments 
were drawn up”  (181).  

A alternate 
B old 
C unsafe 
D immoral 
 

52. “She often sat at the kitchen table in the evening, 
brooding, ‘What have I done? What was I 
thinking?’  staring off into space…” (182). 

A singing 
B complaining 
C whispering 
D smiling 
 

53. “My anger at the world had been replaced by 
burning ambition. I didn’ t want to be like them, 
standing around sipping wine and showing proper 
manners and acting happy when they 
weren’ t….but these people had done nothing to 
me”  (185). 

A satisfaction 
B laziness 
C lethargy 
D desire 
 

54.  “ It had taken years to solicit this information 
about where she grew up”  (205). 

A extract 
B beg 
C buy 
D steal 



Part I I . Matching
1. inquisitive 
2. callous 
3. trysts 
4. droves 
5. arrogant 
6. insight 
7. contingency 
8. brooding 
9. ambition 
10. solicit 
 

 

a. a possibility that must be prepared for 
b. a strong desire to achieve something 
c. curious 
d. meetings between lovers 
e. people moving together 
f. proud, conceited 
g. the ability to understand people and situations well 
h. to seek something 
i. to think about something over and over again in a moody way 
j. unsympathetic

Par t I I I .  
Rowena was an _______________ person, therefore it was not unusual that investigated the man she was 

about to marry. She had to _______________ the help of a private detective who would be paid on the 

_____________ that he found evidence. She did not like his attitude, which was _____________ and 

___________, but she knew that he was good at reading people and had good _____________ so she 

hired him. The outcome was disturbing; she found out he has a secret ______________ to be with as 

many women as he could, and he had been having secret ________________ at a nearby hotel. When she 

found out the news, she sat at home ________________, while her ex was out fighting off the 

____________ of women who wanted to get together with him.  

Own Sentence 
1. inquisitive __________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

2. callous ____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

3. trysts _____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

4. droves _____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

5. arrogant____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

6. insight _____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

7. contingency ________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

8. brooding__________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________ 

9. ambition ___________________________________________________________________ 

10. solicit _________________________________________________________________ 

 



Color of Water Vocabulary Chapters 21-24 
55.  “This is the synagogue that young Rachel 

Shilsky walked to with her family and where 
Rabbi Shilsky led the congregation during the 
Jewish holidays Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New 
Year, and Yom Kippur, the day of atonement and 
fasting”  (219).  
 
A amends 
B guilt 
C dying 
D sleeping 

 
56.  “When I called the Rabbi of my mother’s old 

synagogue he spoke to me with neither nostalgia 
nor surprise, only grudging recognition”  (222).  
A astonishment 
B bitterness 
C fondness 
D boredom 

 
57. “ I explained to him that I was writing a book 

about my family and asked if I might se some of 
the synagogue records. ‘There’s nothing in them 
that would help you,’  he said curtly.”   
A happily 
B sadly 
C sleepily 
D abruptly 

 
58. “ It said a lot about this religion—Judaism—that 

sort of its followers, old southern crackers who 
talked with southern twangs and wore straw hats, 
seemed to believe that its covenants went beyond 
the color of one’s skin”  (224).  
A membership  
B racism 
C lies 
D strictness 

 
59.  “ ’No she didn’ t raise us Jewish.’  ‘Well, maybe 

that was for the best,’  he said. I was surprised by 
his candidness and said so”  (227).  
A openness 
B rudeness 
C disgust 
D judgement 

60. “ It’ s the October 1994, fortieth-anniversary gala 
of the New Brown Memorial Baptist Church, and 
a deacon stands before the audience to muster 
them up for prayer.”  (249).  
A tighten 
B gather 
C quiet 
D spread 

 
61.  “The church got a fine new minister in 1989, and 

one of his first acts was to order my father’s 
picture to be taken down from behind the pulpit 
of New Brown, to be placed in a new vestibule 
constructed with money from the we-still-need-
more church fund, all of which fell into the 
nebulous category of we’ re-building-up-God’s-
house, which meant it might not happen while 
Mommy’s still alive”  (252). 
A rigid 
B vague 
C short 
D wrong 
 

62.  “ Instead he treated her like an outsider, a 
foreigner, a white person, greeting her after the 
service with the obsequious smile and false 
sincerity that black reserve for white folks when 
they don’ t know them that well or don’ t trust 
them, or both”  (252). 
A rude 
B sarcastic 
C ridiculous 
D polite 
 

63.  “ In order to steer clear of the most verboten area, 
the Jewish side, she steered clear of him as well”  
(253). 
A dangerous 
B forbidden 
C scary 
D ugly 
 

64.  “ ’They’ re not going to get me,’  she mused, the 
amorphous ‘ they’  being hospitals, the system, 
and anything else that ‘sticks tubes in you and 
takes your money at the same time”  (256). 
A evil 
B crazy 
C ever present 
D growing 



Part I I . Matching  
1. ___atonement 
2. ___nostalgia 
3. ___covenants 
4. ___curtly 
5. ___candidness 
6. ___muster 
7. ___nebulous 
8. ___obsequious 
9. ___verboten 
10. ___amorphous 

 

a assemble, gather together 
b brief in a rude way 
c cloudy, vague 
d contracts, mutual agreements 
e forbidden by authority 
f frankness, openness 
g having no definite form, shapeless 
h homesickness, yearning for the past 
i amends  
j servile, polite 

 
1. atonement ____________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

2. nostalgia ____________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

3. covenants____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

4. curtly____________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

5. candidness ___________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

6. muster_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

7. nebulous_____________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

8.obsequious____________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

9.verboten______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

10.amorphous___________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________________ 

 



Name_________________ Period ___ 
Color of Water Vocabulary Chapter 25 

65. “Back in June 1993, during the 
course of putting together Mommy’s 
will—something I had to force her to 
do—the macabre subject of her 
burial came up”  (259). 
A cheerful 
B disgusting 
C horrific 
D sickly 
 

66. “As a young man I had not time or 
money or inclination to look beyond 
my own poverty to discover what 
identity was”  (261).  
A identity 
B power 
C intelligence 
D desire 

67. “…I began the process of vacillating 
between music and writing that 
would take eight years to complete 
before I realized I could work 
successfully as a writer and 
musician”  (262). 
A changing 
B staying 
C fighting 
D forgetting 
 

68. “ I must’ve had some modicum of 
talent, because I kept getting hired, 
but I wore my shirt and tie like an 
imposter”  (262).  
A lack 
B amount 
C loss 
D great 
 

69.  “ It was the only time I could write, 
away from white reporters, black 
reporters, away from the synergy of 
black and white that was already 
simmering inside my soul, ready to 
burst out at the most inopportune 
moments”  (263).  
A combination 
B clash 
C racism 
D force 

70.  “ I watched as the worlds of blacks 
and whites smashed together in the 
newsrooms and threw off chunks of 
human carnage that landed at my 
feet”  (263).  
A eyes 
B toes 
C bodies 
D spirits 

71. “They did not grow up like the 
children of the eighties and nineties 
stripped of any semblance of family 
other than the constant presence of 
drugs and violence”  (264). 
A warnings 
B restrictions 
C symptoms 
D traces 

72.  “ I’d stave her off and back out of 
her house, saying, ‘Don’ t worry, Ma. 
Don’ t worry’  disappearing into the 
underworld labyrinth of the New 
York music scene for months, 
playing sax with this or that band, 
selling a piece of music here and 
there ”  (265). 
A disease 
B maze 
C drug 
D club 

73.  “ I envisioned her as the wise sage, 
sitting in a rocking chair, 
impassively pouring the moving 
details of her life into my waiting 
tape recorder over six weeks, maybe 
two months… ”  (268).  
A person with experience 
B person with children 
C person without children 
D person without experience 

74.  “ It sent me tumbling through my 
own abyss of sorts, trying to salvage 
what I could of my feelings and 
emotions, which would be scattered 
to the winds as she talked”  (269). 
A luck 
B game 
C symbol 
D pit 
 



Par t I I . Matching  
1. macabre____ 
2. inclination____ 
3. vacillating____ 
4. modicum____ 
5. synergy____ 
6. carnage____ 
7. semblance____ 
8. labyrinth____ 
9. sage____ 
10. abyss____ 
 

a. a deep gulf or pit 
b. a maze 
c. a tendency toward doing 

something 
d. a wise person 
e. corpses 
f. exchange; association 
g. going back and forth 
h. gruesome; horrific 
i. small amount 
j. trace, evidence 

 
Par t I I I . Your  own sentences Directions: Write your own sentence demonstrating knowledge 
of the definition; make sure to underline or highlight the word in your sentence. 
 

1. macabre______________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

2. inclination____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

3. vacillating____________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

4. modicum_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

5. synergy______________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

6. carnage______________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

7. semblance____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

8. labyrinth_____________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________ 

9. sage______________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

10. abyss______________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

 



     

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Dialectical Journals



   Name_______________ Per.____ 
Dialectical Journal Color of Water, Chapters 1-3 

Directions: Tell what you learned about the character based on the quotation. 
 

  Quotation Page  My response 

“  There were too many rules to 
follow, too many forbiddens 
and ‘you can’ ts’  and ‘you 
mustn’ ts,’  but does anyone have 
time to say they love you? Not 
in my family we didn’ t.”   

 
 
2 

 

“…I didn’ t want my friends 
seeing my white mother out 
there riding a bicycle. She was 
already while, that was bad 
enough…” 

 
 
8 

 

“As a boy, I always thought my 
mother was strange. She never 
cared to socialize with our 
neighbors.”  

 
9 

 

“What’s money if your mind is 
empty?”  
 
 

 
9 

 

“Matters involving race and 
identity she ignored”  
 
 

 
9 

 

“Me and Mommy alone. It was 
the first time I remember ever 
being alone with my mother.”  
 

 
11 

 

“…I noticed that Mommy stood 
apart from the other mothers 
rarely speaking to them…She’d 
quickly grasp my hand as I 
stepped off the bus, ignoring the 
stares of the black women…” 

 
12 

 

“Who am I? I ain’ t nobody! I 
can’ t be telling the world this!”  
 
 

 
17 

 



Name________________Period____ 
 

Dialectical Journal Color of Water, Chapters 4-5 
Directions: Tell what you learned about the character based on the quotation. 
 
Quotation Page What I  learned… 
“…Mommy refused to acknowledge her 
whiteness. Why she did so was not 
clear…”  
 

23  

“ I just want to know. Did they love you? 
Because your own parents didn’ t love 
you, did they? No more questions 
tonight. You want some coffee cake?”  
 

24-
25 

 

“ I thought black power would be the end 
of my mother. I had swallowed the white 
man’s fear of the Negro, as we were 
called back then, whole.”  
 

26-
27 

 

“My parents were non-materialistic. They 
believed that money without knowledge 
was worthless…” 
 

29  

“White folks, she felt were implicitly evil 
toward blacks, yet she forced us to go to 
white schools to get the best education.”  
 

29  

“ I had no idea who the Black Panthers 
truly were. I had swallowed the media 
image of them completely.”  
 

36  

“He was hard as a rock and it didn’ t take 
long before the Jewish congregations 
figured him out and sent him on his way, 
so we traveled a lot when I was a young 
girl.”  
 

37  

“ I was real conscious of that, being 
Jewish and having a handicapped mother. 
I was ashamed of my mother, but see, 
love didn’ t come natural to me until I 
became a Christian.”  
 

38  

 
 



Name________________Period____ 
 

Dialectical Journal Color of Water, Chapters 6-9 
Directions: Tell what you learned about the character based on the quotation. 
 
Quotation Page What I  learned… 
“…happy people did not seem to cry like 
she did. Mommy’s tears seemed to come 
from somewhere else, a place far 
away…and even as a boy I felt there was 
pain behind them.”   
 

50  

“All my siblings, myself included, had 
some sort of color confusion at one time 
or another…” 
 

52  

“ If they put Jesus in this picture here, and 
He ain’ t white and He ain’ t black, they 
should make Him gray. Jesus should be 
gray.”  
 

53  

“He was robbing these folks blind, 
charging them a hundred percent markup 
on his cheap goods, and he was worried 
about them stealing from him! 
 

59  

“Tateh hated black people. “Look at them 
laughing…they don’ t have a dime in their 
pocket and they’ re always laughing.”  
 

61  

“Stay out of our lives. You’ve been out. 
Stay out.”  
 
 

63  

“ I know what it feels like when people 
laugh at your walking down the street, or 
snicker when they hear you speaking 
Yiddish, or just look at you with hate in 
their eyes.”  
 

80-
81 

 

“ I was starving for love and affection. I 
didn’ t get none of that.”  
 
 
 

83  

 
 



Name________________Period____ 
 

Dialectical Journal Color of Water, Chapters 10-13 
Directions: Tell what you learned about the character based on the quotation. 
 
Quotation Page What I  learned… 
“ I thought Jews were something that was 
in the Bible. I told Ma I didn’ t know they 
were still around.”   
 

85  

“She never spoke about Jewish people as 
white. She spoke about them as Jews, 
which made them somehow different.”  
 

86  

“ I felt the blood rush to my face and sank 
low in my chair, seething inside, yet I did 
nothing. I imagined what my siblings 
would have done. They would have gone 
wild.”  
 

90  

“The boy in the mirror, he didn’ t seem to 
have an ache. He was free. He was never 
hungry…and his mother wasn’ t white. I 
hated him.”  
 

91  

“…happy to feel accepted, to be part of 
their faces, the clever smiles, laughing at 
the oddity of it, and I felt the same ache I 
felt when I gazed at the boy in the 
mirror.”  
 

105  

“ I could not understand such anger. I 
could not understand why she didn’ t just 
give up the milk.”  
 

103  

“ I don’ t belong to any of those groups. I 
belong to the world of one God, one 
people.”  
 

104  

“ I wanted to tell him that I loved him, 
that I hoped with all my heart that he 
would get better, but I could not 
formulate the words in my mouth. We 
had never spoken than way to one 
another.”  
 

128  

 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Research Project



Color of Water Research Project 
 
Visit the following web site: http://en.wikipedia.org 
 
Search for the following terms and define them below: 
 

1. Orthodox Jew ______________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________ 

 

2. kaddish __________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

3. shiv’ah (shiva) _____________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

4. tallit (tallis) ________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

5. Holocaust ________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

6. Yiddish __________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

7. kosher __________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

8. Passover seder __________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

9. Passover__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

10. Haggadah ________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

11. bar mitzvah ________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

12. Hasidic __________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 

13. yarmulkes (kippah) 

__________________________________________________________ 

__________________________________________________________ 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Final Exam



Color of Water Final Exam Form A 
 

Par t I . Vocabulary  
1. “We traded information on Mommy the way 

people trade baseball cards at trade shows, 
offering bits and pieces fraught with gossip”  
(21-2).  

A. emptied 
B. trapped 
C. filled 
D. void 
 

2. “She and my father brought a curious 
blend of Jewish-European and African-
American distrust and paranoia into our 
house”  (28).  

A. honesty 
B. lying 
C. distrust 
D. racism 
 

3. “Mommy would disappear in the 
morning and return later with huge cans of 
peanut butter which some benevolent 
agency had distributed from some basement 
area in the housing projects”  (66). 

A. kind 
B. simple 
C. evil 
D. unfair  
 

4. “Helen, once a peripheral figure in these 
discussions, became the epicenter, 
instigator, and protagonist. ‘You have to 
fight the system!’  she’d yell”  (73). 

A. distant 
B. upfront 
C. central 
D. disliked 
 

5. “But to the cops, he was just another 
black perpetrator with a story, and he was 
arrested and jailed”  (97).  

A. child 
B. person 
C. criminal 
D. genius 
 

6. “ I wasn’ t showing, but she knew 
something was going on because I was so 
distraught. 

A. easygoing 
B. talkative 
C. excited 
D. upset 
 

7. “The men on the corner were honorable 
drinking men, with their own code of ethics: 
A man’s word was his bond, you never 
insulted anyone’s woman…” (145).  

A. chaos 
B. drunkenness 
C. crime 
D. rules 
 

8. “My stepfather had kept his ’68 Pontiac 
Catalina, gold colored with blue interior, 
immaculate”  (159). 

A. dirty 
B. ugly 
C. clean 
D. broken-down 
 

9. “Their world was insular, away from the 
real world that I was running from” (147).  

A. crowded 
B. unsafe 
C. isolated 
D. risky 
 

10. “Dennis saw the callous way my aunt 
treated me, and he saw her love trysts with 
Mr. Stein, and he never said anything about 
how she acted with Mr. Stein, but he’d 
always offer a kind word to me, or just make 
a joke”  (171). 

A. mean 
B. caring 
C. sensitive 
D. friendly 
 



11. “My anger at the world had been 
replaced by burning ambition. I didn’ t want 
to be like them….but these people had done 
nothing to me”  (185). 

A. satisfaction 
B. laziness 
C. lethargy 
D. desire 
 

12. “…when I later covered cops as a 
reporter for the Wilmington News Journal, I 
saw a much better side of the Delaware state 
police. But Mommy did not have that 
insight, and from that moment on she hated 
Delaware”  (181). 

A. depth 
B. promise 
C. transparency 
D. understanding 

 

13. “ ’No she didn’ t raise us Jewish.’  ‘Well, 
maybe that was for the best,’  he said. I was 
surprised by his candidness and said so”  
(227).  

A. openness 
B. rudeness 
C. disgust 
D. judgment 

14.  “ I explained to him that I was writing a 
book about my family and asked if I might 
se some of the synagogue records. ‘There’s 
nothing in them that would help you,’  he 
said curtly.”   

A. happily 
B. sadly 
C. sleepily 
D. abruptly 
 
 

15. “…I began the process of vacillating 
between music and writing that would take 
eight years to complete before I realized I 
could work successfully as a writer and 
musician”  (262). 

A. changing 
B. staying 
C. fighting 
D. forgetting 

 
Par t I I . Character  Matching 

16. Mameh 

17. Tateh 

18. Ruth 

19. James 

20. Hunter 

21. Andrew “Dennis”  

22. Helen 

23. Jackie 

24. Aunt Mary 

25. Bubeh 

A. woman who raised twelve children 
B. stopped going to school when his 

stepfather died 
C. owned a leather factory where Ruth 

worked 
D. worked for the New York City 

Housing Authority  
E. Yiddish woman who was crippled as 

a result of polio 
ab. Ruth’s grandmother 
ac. James’  step-sister 
ad. ran away from home when she was  

fifteen 
ae. married Ruth and eventually died of 

lung cancer 
bc. owned a store in Suffolk, Virginia 

 

 



Par t I I I . Plot questions 
26. Ruth dealt with her pain in all of the 

following ways except 
A. riding her bike 
B. going to church 
C. visiting her friends 
D. playing the piano 

 
27. James did all of the following when his 

step-father died except 
A. smoking pot 
B. robbing people 
C. burying himself in his studies 
D. ditching school 
 

28. Which of the following was not a 
priority to James’  mother? 

A. school 
B. extended family 
C. church 
D. privacy 

 
29. James first year of school… 

A. taught him how to read. 
B. taught him how to be separated 

from his mother. 
C. taught him that his mother was a 

different race than he was. 
D. taught him to hate his classmates. 

 
30. James’  mother Ruth/Rachel was from 

A. Russia 
B. Poland 
C. America 
D. Kazakhstan 

 
31. James’  mother says the thing she fears 

most about death is… 
A. going to hell. 
B. dying before her time. 
C. being buried alive. 
D. dying before her children. 

 
32. What is the color of water? 

A. James 
B. Ruth 
C. God 
D. Spirits 

33. How did James’  mother react when 
people said racist remarks to her? 

A. she would yell at them 
B. she would fight with them 
C. she would ignore them 
D. she would run away from them 

 
34. What incident makes James worry for 

his mother’s life? 
A. the milk incident 
B. the grocery bag incident 
C. the camp bus incident 

 
35. Ruth’s family moved so often when she 

was young because 
A. people were racist against Jews 
B. they were poor 
C. her father wasn’ t a good rabbi 
D. her family wouldn’ t allow them 

to stay with them 
 

36. Which topics did Ruth not like to hear 
about during a religious sermon? 

A. race 
B. childhood 
C. politics 
D. Jesus 
 

37. When is the only time Ruth cries in 
public? 

A. when she visits Jack 
B. when her children disrespect her 
C. when she is in mourning 
D. when she’s at church 

 
38. How does Richie deal with his racial 

identity? 
A. he ignores it 
B. he pretends to be the Hulk 
C. he identifies with his white side 
D. he identifies with his black side 

 
39. What was the only thing that Ruth’s 

father was not cheap about? 
A. food 
B. clothes 
C. education 
D. traveling 



40. In what ways were the Jews and the 
blacks in Suffolk treated the same? 

A. they both had to go to segregated 
schools 

B. they both were not allowed to 
buy property in certain sections 
of town 

C. they both had to use separate 
bathrooms 

D. they both were not allowed 
inside white churches 

 
41. What did Ruth say she was starving for 

when she was a kid? 
A. education 
B. religion 
C. love and affection 
D. food 
 

42. In what way did Ruth keep her children 
around Jews 

A. she sent her children to 
predominately Jewish schools 

B. she lived in a Jewish area 
C. she had Jewish friends 
D. she raised her children Jewish 

 
43. When Richie was wrongfully arrested, 

why did the judge let him go? 
A. he was a college student 
B. his mother was white 
C. he was half-black 
D. the judge didn’ t let him go 
 

44. Why does James hate the boy in the 
mirror? 

A. he is better looking 
B. he is smarter 
C. he has a perfect life 
D. he hates James 
 

45. Who knows about Ruth’s pregnancy? 
A. Dee Dee 
B. Sam 
C. Tateh 
D. Mameh  
 

46. Who did James know as his father? 
A. Dennis 
B. Hunter 
C. Richie 
D. Chicken Man 
 

47. When Hunter tells James to look out for 
his mother and younger siblings, he calls 
them “special.”  Special refers to their 

A. mental illness 
B. intelligence 
C. physical abilities 
D. race 
 

48. Ruth’s aunts treat she and her family 
differently for all of the reasons except 

A. they are poor 
B. Mameh is crippled 
C. Fishel is a rabbi 
D. they are not Americanized 

 
49. Mom sent James to stay with Jack 

because 
A. he was getting into trouble with 

the law. 
B. he was failing school. 
C. he was upsetting her. 
D. he was getting in her way. 

 
50. Jack most likely let James hang out on 

the corner because 
A. she was too busy to watch him. 
B. she didn’ t care about him. 
C. she wanted him to see the 

downside of the “ fast life.”  
D. she wanted him to watch over her 

husband. 
 

51. The lesson that James learned from 
Chicken Man was 

A. never trust a woman. 
B. he wasn’ t better than anyone 

else. 
C. go to college. 
D. drinking is cool.



 
52. Why doesn’ t Ruth stay in New York 

after her abortion? 
A. the school work is too difficult 

for her 
B. her aunts tell her to go 
C. her grandmother tells her to go 
D. her father makes her go home 
 

53. What does the statement “ I belong to the 
world of one God, one people”  tell you 
about James’  views on race and identity 
now? 

A. James hates people who aren’ t 
religious 

B. James doesn’ t worry about which 
race he is anymore 

C. James isn’ t religious 
D. James is racist 

 
54. In which way are Ruth and her aunts 

alike? 
A. they all had abortions 
B. they all had affairs 
C. they all hide their pain 
D. they all find money important 
 

55. What does the driving incident reveal 
about Ruth? 

A. she is incapable of learning to 
drive 

B. she is no longer Rachel Shilsky 
C. she never knew how to drive 
D. she doesn’ t want to learn to drive 

 
56. Which of the following is not true about 

Rocky? 
A. he was a pimp 
B. he owned a barber shop 
C. he dated Ruth 
D. he beat Ruth 

 
57. Why did Ruth stop going with Rocky? 

A. because he hurt her 
B. because Dennis was ashamed of 

her 
C. because her grandmother made 

her feel guilty 
D. because he didn’ t give her 

enough money 
 

58. What was meant by “Lost in Harlem”? 
A. Ruth didn’ t know what she was 

doing 
B. Ruth couldn’ t find her way home 
C. Ruth got lost in Harlem 
D. Ruth lost her respect in Harlem 
 

59. Which of the following is not a reason 
that the family is lost in Delaware? 

A. Mom gets her driver’s license 
B. the schools are segregated 
C. there was no subway 
D. Wilmington was a suburb 
 

60. What was one of the lessons that James 
learned from working for the Dawson 
family? 

A. that all rich people have perfect 
lives 

B. that he hates white people 
C. that rich white people have 

problems too 
D. that rich white people only look 

at black people as maids and 
butlers 

 
61. Why was Ruth always pushing her 

children away? 
A. because she wants them to be 

independent 
B. because she could not afford to 

take care of them anymore 
C. because she did not want them to 

live with her 
D. because she was afraid to be 

close to them 
 

62. Tateh did all of the following to Mameh 
except 

A. divorced her 
B. cheated on her 
C. left her for another woman 
D. bought her a new car 
 

63. Who did Ruth break a promise to? 
A. Tateh 
B. Mameh 
C. Dee Dee 
D. Dennis 
 



64. Why does Eddie Thompson laugh so 
hard when he meets James in Suffolk? 

A. because the old store is now a 
McDonald’s 

B. because James is black 
C. because he hated Tateh 
D. because he thought Ruth was 

dead 
 

65. Who is the bird who flies? 
A. Dee Dee 
B. Mameh 
C. James 
D. Ruth 
 

66. Although Ruth describes her father as a 
cold man, he does several things to 
contradict this. Which of the following 
did Tateh not do? 

A. offer to pay for Ruth’s wedding 
B. offer to pay for Ruth to go to 

college 
C. offer to give Ruth her own route 
D. hire a private investigator to 

follow Ruth 
 

67. What is most likely the reason that Ruth 
thinks she hears her mother crying? 

A. she loved her mother so much 
B. she feels guilty about leaving her 

mother 
C. she is crazy 
 

68. What died when Ruth’s mother died? 
A. Ruth’s soul 
B. Rachel Shilsky 
C. Ruth’s faith 
D. Ruth’s will to live 
 

69. Ruth and Sam both left home, but Ruth’s 
family only said kaddish and sat shiva 
for Ruth, not Sam. What is most likely 
the reason for this? 

A. the family was sexist 
B. Sam was in the military so it was 

okay 
C. Ruth married a black man 
D. Ruth left home pregnant 
 

70. Finish this sentence: the main reason 
James had to write this book is because 
he could not be comfortable with himself 
until: 

A. everyone knew he loves his 
mother. 

B. everyone to know his past. 
C. he had to let go of his past. 
D. he knew about his mother’s past. 

 
71. The ending of the story suggests… 

A. Ruth may still wonder what her 
life would have been like if she 
would have married a Jewish 
man 

B. Ruth may which her children had 
been raised as Jews 

C. Ruth misses being Jewish 
D. Ruth regrets becoming a 

Christian 
 

72. Both “ the bird who flies”  and the bicycle 
are examples of 

A. personification 
B. simile 
C. metaphor 
D. symbolism 
 

73. Which of the following is a theme of the 
novel? 

A. Ruth McBride’s children 
B. James’  racial identity crisis 
C. Ruth’s marriage to Hunter 
D. James drug problems 
 

74. Mommy’s contradictions crashed and 
slammed against one another like 
bumper cars at Coney Island. 

The sentence above is an example of: 
A. simile 
B. metaphor 
C. personification 
D. flashback 
 

75. James says Oberlin College was gravy. 
This is an example of: 

A. irony 
B. metaphor 
C. simile 
D. foreshadowing 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Essay Prompts
 



Color of Water Final short essay prompts  
 
Choose two prompts 
 

1. Explain what James means in the novel when he tells his readers “ I felt like a Tinker toy 
kid building my own self out of one of those toy building sets; for as she laid her life 
before me, I reassembled the tableauiof her words like a picture puzzle, and as I did, so 
my own life was rebuilt”  (270). 

 
 
2. Explain how the theme of hiding and suppressing people’s feelings and emotions comes 

up in the novel. Include James, Ruth, and Ruth’s aunts in your explanation. 
 
3. Compare and contrast the ways that Ruth and James deal with their grief over Hunter 

Jordan’s death.  
 

4. Compare and contrast Ruth’s experiences with racism/anti-Semitismii and James’  
experiences with racism. 

 
Directions: Choose two prompts from above to write about. For each prompt, answer using 
complete sentences and evidence from the novel to support your answer. Each answer should be 
at least two paragraphs in length, possibly more. Make sure you use evidence from the story; I 
will be able to tell if you are familiar with the story by what you have written. If you have 
followed along in class and paid attention, these essays should not be difficult for you.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
i picture 
ii hatred against Jewish people 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


