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Co było, nie wróci.
Time never stands still. – Polish proverb



For the pilgrims, wanderers, and gypsies. May each footstep lead you home.





​CHAPTER ONE
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The halny comes when you least expect it. Even before you feel the touch of the wind, the mountains seem to move closer. They turn a soft lavender, lulling you into a false sense of safety. And on beautiful days in the springtime, when we dare to think of happiness, a strange wind may blow down across the Tatras and change everything.

When my son-in-law Andrzej came for me, the weather was mild. The month of May in Podhale was fragrant with the scent of lilac, and the sun’s rays brought cheer to my heart. It felt as if all of nature was awaiting the birth of my first grandchild.

But riding that horse of his? Jezus, Marja! I had not been on a horse since the summer of my thirteenth year when one of those traveling monks took us for rides on his mare. How my arms ached this day from pulling myself onto Blanka’s saddle, even with an undignified boost from Andrzej. To distract myself, I reviewed my steps to prepare for this trip.

I had washed and folded clean clothes and bedding for the days I would be away. I swept the house and baked a dozen loaves. My husband, Paweł and our almost-grown children would be fine on their own. And now we were on our way to Marianna, my daughter, who was soon to give birth.

All through that long, cold winter, I had knitted blankets, little gowns and shawls, and imagined holding the baby in my arms. Would the child look like me? Would they be healthy? And would Marianna survive? Of one thing I was sure: I would be there as my mother with me, and her mother before her.

My stomach shook with every stride of Blanka’s hooves on the hard-packed dirt road. We rode so fast and so high that the ground was a blur. With my eyes squeezed shut, I tightened my grip on Andrzej’s fur vest while my body jerked up and down like a cuckoo’s beak. Of course, I bore all this in silence as strong women do and offered up my suffering to God in atonement for my sins.

Marianna had asked for me to come instead of a midwife, though there were several experienced babki in her village. I must admit, I was a little nervous; not that I would ever show this to her or Andrzej. My own matka taught me to be strong. From earliest childhood, she would slap me – in fact, all my brothers and sisters - if we complained about our food, the heat, the cold. Anything might be a reason to feel the sharp sting of her hand on my cheek. I learned early not to go to her for comfort.

My friend Barbara’s mother sometimes held her close when we were small and dried her tears with her apron. I envied her then. But when I grew up, I realized my mother was right: we need to be strong, not weak. We need to accept suffering and offer it up to God. In the church on Sunday, Father Marek told us over and over: we must suffer as Christ did, for our sins.

I rode without speaking all the way to Biały Kot, where my daughter and Andrzej made their home. Andrzej, too, was silent, I suspect due to a bit of shame. His mother had made him apologize to Marianna for hitting her when she burned the bigos, and my daughter said he had not hit her since. But…I still had not totally forgiven him – how could I? Anyway, this was not the time to discuss it. Instead, I prayed for a safe delivery and my daughter’s survival. And, if I could have one more thing, I prayed for that wretched horse to stop bouncing me so hard.

I must confess, I am a little sad for the woman I was that day, who never thought of asking her son-in-law to slow his horse down. At last, he pulled Blanka’s reins to stop, and I released my iron grip around his waist. Flexing my stiff fingers, I looked around me.

The countryside was bursting with life. Tall larch and fir trees perfumed the clear mountain air. Bluebells and forget-me-nots filled the meadow, and, in the distance, the Wisłoka River sparkled as it wound through the valley.

I have lived here in Podhale, at the foot of the Tatra Mountains, my whole life. We do not travel far, like those who come after us. One day, our great-great-grandchildren will cross the sea in search of better lives. They will never return. But for now, at this time, we live our whole lives in the villages where we were born. We are not so concerned about nationhood beyond our homes. We no longer have a real country. We are not on any map. Since Napoleon, we have been part of the Austrian Empire. But for us peasants, there were more immediate concerns. It was not unusual for the crops to die, the cows to get sick, and people to starve. It was just how life was. I hope that future generations will remember.





​CHAPTER TWO
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I vowed to do the best I could for her, my beloved daughter, to make the coming days as easy as possible. One warm afternoon, not long after I arrived, I had just finished carrying water from the well to fill the cow’s trough. The cloth I used to mop my brow was damp with sweat. I staggered to the wooden bench in the shade beside Marianna’s cottage and sat myself down. Pale pink blossoms on the long branches of a gnarled old plum tree bounced in the breeze. I took a long, deep breath of their sweet fragrance. Behind me, the door opened. Marianna, heavy with child, tottered over with a clay mug of cold water and handed it to me. It felt like a blessing going down.

“Dziękuję, child,” I said when I could catch my breath.

“Matka, you must be so tired. You need to rest more!”

“I’ll rest in my bed all night,” I told her. “Daytime is for working.”

Marianna’s long brown hair was tied back from her face with a flowered babushka. The hem of her black skirt brushed the dry grass at our feet.

“Everybody needs to rest when they are tired, Mama. Even you.” She laid her hands on the bulging front of her white linen tunic and lowered herself to the bench beside me.

I brushed a strand of hair from her cheek with one finger. “I am all right,” I said, “but more important: how are you?”

She rubbed her lower back with one hand. “This baby needs to come out soon or I will need a cart to carry me around.” I smiled and pulled her to my side, my arm around her shoulders.

“She will be here before you know it, and then the real work begins!”

“I know, Mama. You always say that, but it cannot be soon enough for me. At least then I can put her down instead of lumbering around like a bear.”

My mouth opened into a wide grin, and she replied. “I think you are right. This baby is a girl.” When I began to speak, she held up her hand. “Please do not tell me any more about what to expect. I am living each day as it comes.”

It was not easy for me to keep my mouth shut, but I held back my motherly advice and looked instead at the distant hills and the lavender mountains behind them. Mysterious in their beauty that afternoon, their shadows held secrets of history my daughter would never know.

The high peaks visible through the haze put me in mind of Marianna’s coming labor, a climb through pain she might not survive. I knew what she was about to go through. But I kept my silence. How would it help her to know she would feel unbearable pain before the final push? It was best not to speak of it. Father Marek says women are cursed with the pain of childbirth because of the sin of Eve.

In my daughter’s yard, willow fronds shook on their branches, and I pulled Marianna close. “The wind is picking up. I pray we do not get the halny this year.”

I had heard it the previous week in the market at Lipinki: gypsies foretelling a wind like never before. Gypsies. Those dark and dirty mysterious folk who lurked in our towns and forests. Some people went to them for predictions about the future. Not I, for Father said it was a sin.

Andrzej came around the side of the house carrying a long-handled ax. Cutting firewood was his way of preparing for the baby, but who needed a pile as big as the house? His muscular arms and legs were typical of our Podhale men, and I hoped the baby, if it were a boy, would grow up to be tall and strong like him. But I really wanted a sweet and kind girl like my Marianna.

Worry darkened Andrzej’s face as he waved at the road behind the house. “The men coming from Yankel’s tavern, they say the halny is coming.” He propped the axe against the side of the woodpile, pulled a blue rag from the waist of his pants, and wiped his hands on it.

My heart jittered in my chest. Unlike gypsy predictions, news from Yankel’s was not to be ignored. Run by a Jewish husband and wife, the tavern was where families would chat with neighbors and enjoy a drink, kvass for the grownups (my favorite kind is sweetened with honey) and cider for the children, and a simple meal. It was here that news was passed along. We had no papers with news printed on them, and most of us could not read beyond the basic primer. Certainly, we had no internets or video webs as people in the future do.

Andrzej went to Yankel’s often, and my friends in Mała Łąka stopped there, too, on market days, but it was not a place to my liking. I was a little afraid of the Jews, with their swarthy complexions and their long curly hair and noses. A proverb says, “the peasant drinks at the inn and the Jew does him in.” That was not my experience with Yankel and his wife, but I believed the old sayings anyway. One cannot be too careful.

Travelers stopped in Yankel’s Tavern with news from afar, and the travelers had no reason to lie. Did they? It was confusing. Ever since I traveled to Future America, where people of all kinds live together, it seemed like everything I knew and believed in was called into question.

I answered Andrzej to reassure them both. “Halny or no halny, I will stay here until the baby comes. I cannot leave Marianna now, when she is so close to delivering.” To show him I meant what I said, I wrapped one arm around my daughter’s shoulders and laid my forehead against hers.

“Mama will be safe here, don’t you think?” Marianna said from beside me on the bench. “My brothers and Anna will be fine at home with my father.”

Andrzej smiled at his wife. “Yes, we will all be safe.” He probably thought it best not to keep talking about the halny, though his smile did not fool me for a minute.

At this point, I was, as my friend from the future, Kasia, would say, “in denial.” Yes, I was a bit concerned. But we all knew very well that my children could make their own meals, and Paweł would eat whatever they put in front of him. I reminded Marianna and Andrzej that I had made three apple cakes before I left home and baked twelve loaves of bread. There was butter in the spring house and cheese wrapped in cloth in our pantry closet. My family would not starve without me. And to be honest, I had a stronger motive to stay here, where I was safe and surrounded by quiet love.





​CHAPTER THREE
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Paweł had stopped beating me years ago, after the village women banded together to protect me. It was a big change, but he was still the same man underneath. He still called me names – stupid, kurwa, lazy - when he was drunk. It hurt me to hear him say these things in front of our children. They ducked their heads and turned away, and my throat grew thick with shame.

I did my duty to be a good wife. We had, after all, been married before God for all eternity. But life was so much easier here in Marianna’s home, where I felt appreciated. I could relax here, whether the halny came or not. However strong the wind, it could not be worse than the storm of Paweł’s anger.

I wish I had remembered my matka’s favorite saying: Nadzieja matką głupich. Hope is the mother of stupid.

I told them I would go home after the baby came. My family would be fine until then. Going inside Marianna’s cottage, I took up the bundle of dried bylica I had brought from home. This is the most important of all herbs. It heals problems of childbirth and many other things. I detached a few pieces – it smelled so lovely - tied them with a string and hung them above Marianna’s door for extra protection.

Our people have done this, ever since I can remember, to keep out evil forces. On Sobotka, the summer solstice, we throw it onto bonfires. As far as the smoke reaches, those fields are protected from witches and hail.

Marianna has a little shrine in the corner of her cottage. A small painting of the Czarna Madonna hangs on the wall over a table with candles and flowers. She even has a little low bench for kneeling there. I am proud of my girl and happy to know what a good, religious woman she was.

I lowered my knees to the wood and blessed myself. Then I recited the Zdrowasz Marija, three times, hoping the Hail Mary would ensure an easy delivery for Marianna and protect us from any storm. As Kasia often says, it does not hurt to ask.

After crossing myself at the prayer’s Amen, I got up and poured cold water into mugs for each of us. The water smelled nice from the sprig of mint I had placed inside the pitcher that morning.

Marianna took a nap, and Andrzej went down the road on some business of his own. I peeled and sliced beets and put them into a pot of cold water on the wood stove, so as not to shock them after the cold of the earth. I swept the floor and ran a cloth over the table and chairs and wiped down the benches.

When Andrzej returned from his walk, he went outside to stack more wood beside the shed. How much wood did he need? Ah, well, I thought. Let him soothe his nerves as best he can.

As the afternoon wore on, the wind rose up, blowing dry tufts of grass against the windows. A chill passed through me, despite the heat. Perhaps the men at Yankel’s, or even the gypsies, were right. The halny was near.

My matka often said the halny can make you crazy. She saw people running into the fields screaming at the darkening sky. Once, when I was small, this mysterious wind gave Matka a headache so bad she could scarcely think. I then brought a cold, wet cloth for her forehead, but still she tossed on the bed all night long, my father standing at the window looking out into the darkness. There was nothing I could do to help, and Mama and Tata were too preoccupied to comfort me or my sister and brothers. I have lived through four of these winds, and none of them changed my life at all. Until this one.

Marianna and I had made a stew of shredded chicken, carrots, and potatoes in gravy for our midday dinner, and we had plenty left over as daylight began to fade, but except for Andrzej, we ate little. Whether the impending birth or the halny, we had quite a lot to think about, and our worries stole our appetites.

Early the next morning, the high-pitched sound of the wind pulled me from my bed. Outside the little wooden house, branches tossed as if in a dream, and from far away came a weird sound, like a widmo’s wail, the ghostly apparition in old legends that often comes in nightmares. Crossing myself, I hurried out to bring water and hay to Cynamon, Marianna, and Andrzej’s black and white cow.

All our cows in Mała Łąka belong to our landlord, the Pan, who sent a cart every day to pick up the milk. We are allowed to keep only a small amount. But Marianna and Andrzej bought their own cow with an inheritance from his father, and could keep all the milk she gave, even selling it to neighbors who could pay in coins or exchange other goods for a fresh pailful.

That morning, Cynamon was uneasy in her lean-to and shuffled against me so hard I almost fell over. I patted her back, and she quieted down, but I was growing more anxious.

Dark clouds tumbled across the sky like rolling shadows. In the field behind the house, last year’s chaff rustled like dry paper. The hot air smelled like a metal shovel pressed against my face.

When I took off my babushka to wipe the sweat from my forehead, the wind took it from my hand and tossed it across the road. I ran after it and was almost close enough to reach it as it tumbled across the dry grass. But then it jerked up as if on an unseen hook and rose into the trees. Shading my eyes with one hand, I looked up to see it stuck high in a poplar branch. It stayed there, tossing with each new gust. The heat that morning was oppressive. I bent over with my hands on my knees, catching my breath. There was no way I could ever get my bright babushka back. That made me cry a little. It was a Christmas gift from my son, Michałek.

Later that day, Marianna and I pulled weeds in the vegetable garden. The wind blew around us, hot and hard. The carrots and peas were growing fast, and weeds seemed to have sprung up overnight. Then Marianna gave a little moan. I thought it was the sigh of the wind, but when I turned, I saw her touch her belly.

“Mama?” she said. “I feel something, a cramp!” She dropped her trowel in the dirt and held her round stomach with both hands.

“Ah, drogie dziecko,” I said, “my dear child. It must be your time. Come. Mama is here.”

I helped her into the cottage and called out to Andrzej, who was back home and washing his hands. I told him to get fresh water and pour it in the metal basin, and to bring me the stack of clean rags we had prepared for this moment. I guided my daughter to their bed and tried not to show my anxious feelings. I am a nervous person. And this was a big event, a very special day. I had to get it right.

When Marianna was born, my mother and two aunts were with me. Paweł waited at Yankel’s with my uncles. The women washed the blood from her tiny body, and Mama wrapped her and put her into my arms, and when she suckled at my breast, a surge of joy flooded my body and soul. I wished such joy for Marianna.

It was just the three of us there. Andrzej’s mother had young ones still at home, and we did not call on her. This was my duty. And no matter how many women attended her, if Marianna bled too much, it could be the end. I had seen it happen to my cousin Sofia. She was so pale and quiet, and my aunt Katya, Sofia’s mother, wept bitter tears that day.

I kept my silent prayers going as I helped Marianna onto her bed. Andrzej and Marianna’s eyes were wide as they looked from me to each other and back again.

Marianna moaned and tossed on the bed for hours as I tried to comfort her. Outside the cottage, darkness fell. In the shed, the goat screamed, and the cow lowed in her lean-to, and Andrzej ran out to them, coming back within seconds. The wind had blown my son-in-law’s hair across his face.

“I must bring the chickens inside,” he said, his voice loud to overcome the noise. “The wind is making them crazy, and I am afraid they will blow away.” He ran out again and returned, scooting the birds in with his boots.

The inside of the cottage was crowded as he and I scrambled to catch five panicking chickens who kept hitting the walls as they tried to fly away. Luckily, chickens cannot fly very high or far. In other yards and streets, I heard dogs howling like wolves. The shutters banged against the outside walls.

A sudden, high-pitched whine pierced the air, growing in intensity, while Marianna’s moans became louder in a weird accompaniment. Outside, tree branches creaked like rusty hinges. I shivered and crossed myself.

Andrzej turned some chairs on their sides and managed to pen the chickens between them.

The halny had found us. It blew like all hell had come to Biały Kot, and I feared the house might come down around our heads, but the walls and roof held strong. Andrzej brought a lantern close to the bed where Marianna lay, crying out. I sat beside her and held her hand, praying with all my might, but it was hard to see her in such agony, and my mind strayed from the Hail Mary as I spoke words of comfort in her ear.

It seemed the storm would never end. Marianna’s cries broke my heart. My body and mind were totally focused on her, holding her, helping her, urging her to push the baby out while I held out my hands to receive it at the foot of her bed.

The child was born just as dawn lit the sky outside the window. Marianna’s head fell back in relief, and I felt such love for her and the tiny squalling baby in my arms that tears poured from my eyes and fell onto her tiny head.

I knew that morning what my own mother must have felt the bright day when she saw me give birth, and I longed for her now to tell me what to do. I wanted to see her smile, to smile back at her and tell her, yes, I know. I know what it is now to be a part of the chain of life, to be the elder.

My first grandchild! A girl, as I had hoped! I held her close and vowed that everything that touched her would be fresh and clean. Unsullied and unspoiled. Carefully, I carried her tiny body to the table in Marianna’s kitchen, where Andrzej, at my instruction, had placed a basin filled with clean, fresh water.

I saw her little mouth open in a mewling cry. My heart throbbed in my throat. Andrzej and Marianna’s happy voices drifted toward me as I stared in horror at their child. Her cheek was blotched with an ugly dark red shape! I had seen this before, on unhappy people, and all my joy left me. What had we done to deserve this calamity?

On the table where I lay her, my granddaughter opened and closed her rosebud mouth, her blue eyes wide, blinking at the world she had entered. Oh, my little one! I made the sign of the cross with my thumb on her tiny forehead, while from the bedroom, the chickens clucked. I sighed and straightened my shoulders.

Marianna’s voice reached me. “Mama, what is taking so long? Bring her to me!”

“Just a moment while I wash her for you,” I said. With shaking hands, I dipped the edge of a fresh white cloth in the basin and moved it over the squirming, blood-streaked body. The child began to cry louder, as the tepid water touched her skin, and I spoke to soothe her, and yes, to soothe myself as the water ran down her middle, her waving arms and fists, her kicking legs. I hesitated to touch her cheek.

Marianna called out to me again. “Mama, bring her here!” I did not want to do it, but Andrzej was coming toward me, his brow wrinkled.

I dried and wrapped the baby in a clean, soft cloth and carried her, still mewling, to Marianna’s bed. I placed her in my daughter’s arms, then slowly, gently moved the cloth aside, exposing her face. The cry escaping Marianna’s lips tore my soul and charged the very air with pain. She touched her baby’s chest, then hovered one hand over her little cheek and flinched back without touching it. She looked at me in horror as her tears began flowing onto the baby’s head. The child cried even louder.

“It will be alright,” I said. But I knew no such thing. I struggled for more words of comfort, but my brain was as empty as my daughter’s womb, and so I kissed her forehead instead.

Marianna leaned back against her pillow, the baby whimpering in her arms. Andrzej took his wife’s hand between both of his own as I crossed myself and prayed in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. I offered thanks for the safe birth, but my voice caught in my throat.

I looked at my daughter, her eyes staring back into mine, and asked for a miracle. “We pray not for us, sinners, but for this innocent baby. Please make her face like a normal child. Amen.”

The baby began to cry again, and I showed Marianna how to hold her head from behind and turn her mouth against her breast. The child’s mouth made a clicking sound as she tried to latch onto the nipple and lost her grip. Marianna’s brow was wet with perspiration as she put her baby to her breast again and again.

“Try to relax,” I said. “Nervous mothers make hungry babies.” I at least knew that much. The baby would starve if she could not get this right.

We worked on trying to make Marianna relax so her milk would flow. Andrzej stroked her arm, then sat beside her on the bed, and rubbed her back. But the poor little babe could not suck. Her face turned a bright red. Marianna’s breasts became engorged and painful. I showed her how to express the milk into a pan and then pour it into the baby’s mouth, but most of it spilled all over her little face.

Andrzej walked to the window, his head hanging down. I was sad for him. What is a man at times like these? He had been a good husband since his early mistake, and I was glad for Marianna. But her own work had just begun. When a wife becomes a mother, her whole life changes. She is a different woman. She can never go back to innocent carefree girlhood. How could I help her? No one in our family had ever given birth to a child like this.

I righted the overturned chairs, shooed the chickens out through the open door, and stepped outside. The breeze was gentle, and the sun sent its pale light into the village of Biały Kot as it climbed higher in the sky. I hoped it was not a bad sign, being born during a storm. I loved the little one, of course, but I was heartbroken for her. Would other children shun her? Some would surely mock her and call her cursed.

Maybe Marianna was frightened during pregnancy. I asked her, but she waved me away, angry and impatient.

“There are frightening things everywhere, Mama,” she said.

As the day went on, she and Andrzej looked to me for reassurance I could not give. I tried to be wise like my own mother had been when my little ones died of cholera. I was heartbroken then, but Matka said it was the will of God, and the children were happy with Him in heaven. I had always found that hard to accept, and when I told this story to the young couple, I was not the only one.

“How could this be God’s will?” Andrzej shouted, his arm around Marianna as she awkwardly held the child. Marianna’s tears fell onto the girl’s tiny face, and he gently wiped them away with his finger. My daughter had already figured out that if she kept the baby’s nose free with her own finger, the suction would hold, and the child got more milk. She was learning to adapt, God bless her. At least the child would not starve. And she could give her the milk from the cow to drink if breast milk was not enough.

That is what I told them. I said we would face this together. But desperate for something wise to say, I upset them instead.

“Your job is to keep her safe and healthy, and to raise her in the love of God,” I said. But at that, Andrzej spat on the floor.

“No talk of God right now. You and my mother are the same. Always God, God, God. Talking to God. As if that helps you. I see what good that has done. There will be no more talk of God. My wife and my child will be taken care of by me, and only me.” His face seemed to struggle between sorrow and rage.

I had no words to answer him. The shadows of the trees outside made patterns in the sunlight on the floor. I stood at the window looking out. It was calm out there, and I needed calm inside, for my grandchild and myself. For all of us. I took a deep breath and turned to the couple, nodding at the little babe.

“Have you chosen a name?” I spoke softly, testing.

Marianna and Andrzej looked into each other’s eyes. He nodded to her as if to say it was all right for her to tell me.

“We will call her Halina,” said my daughter. “It means calm, and it sounds like halny, to remind us she was born in a storm that is now calmed.”

I told them it was a very good name and might bring calm to the storms in her life. But Marianna smiled weakly at me, two worry lines between her eyebrows. I wanted to reassure them both, but the platitudes that came into my mind seemed hollow. How do you say the future will be fine when you look at your little granddaughter’s face and know it will not be?

“At least she has survived one storm,” Andrzej muttered. He strode to the window facing the neighbors’ homes. “Trees have fallen across the road.” His tone made me shudder. “It looks like Piotr’s house has lost its roof.”

I hurried to his side and looked out. Branches, torn green leaves, and pieces of fence lay in disarray, as though the devil himself had taken his pitchfork and torn apart the neighborhood. I made a sign of the cross and said a prayer that no one had been hurt. But that, too, was not to be.





​CHAPTER FOUR
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Two of Marianna and Andrzej’s friends, a childless couple, came to see the baby, bringing vodka, as was the custom, to celebrate with us. Their eyes grew large when they saw Halina’s face. The woman grabbed hold of Marianna’s hand in a grip so tight her own knuckles turned white. I wanted to pry her away, but I kept to myself, waiting. Marianna bit her own lip and nodded in wordless reply.

As the day wore on, more neighbors came to the door. They gasped and blessed themselves at the sight of Halina’s little face. My eyes pricked with tears, and my heart ached. Word was spreading. The visitors chattered about the damage the storm had caused and muttered about a curse, stealing glances at me. They expected vodka and food, but I neglected to provide them. I only wanted them out of my daughter’s house.

The godparents arrived the next day, and we had the chrzciny, the celebration afterward. Everyone brought food or drink – bread, eggs, bacon, vodka – and in keeping with tradition, put some of it under Marianna’s pillow. It raised her head so high she was sitting up. The party lasted only an hour. The priest left right after the baptism ceremony, and the remaining guests smiled sadly at the new parents and each other. It was awkward, somewhere between a wake and a wedding, yet neither. I cradled Halina in my arms, stroking the long white christening dress her mother had sewn. No one else asked to hold her.

“Perhaps your next one will be a fine son,” I heard a neighbor tell Andrzej. My son-in-law shook his head and looked down at the floor.

It angered me to see old women bless themselves when they peered through the open doorway, as if something awful lay inside. Where was the consolation, the joy at her birth, and yes, the congratulations? For Halina was healthy and strong, but for this one thing. It was not right.

I tried to help Andrzej and Marianna, making cups of tea, changing the baby’s wet pieluchy, and sweeping the floor to make myself useful.

The next morning, Andrzej’s mother, Elzbieta arrived, driven by her cousin in his cart, to see about the storm damage to her son’s home. Lipinki, where she lived, had been only slightly hit – a few downed branches, some roof tiles torn off. She heard from a neighbor that the baby had arrived. She had also heard malicious gossip about a curse on the child.

In less than a minute, she was gasping and sighing and wondering aloud why this had happened to her son’s baby, speculating on the curse of the storm, asking Marianna what she had done during pregnancy, lamenting over and over.

I could not stand her for another second. I threw my cleaning cloth down on the table, marched out the door, and kept on going until I was far down the road and well out of hearing of anyone. Then I turned my eyes to the puffy white clouds over the purple peaks of the Tatras and screamed at the heavens.

“What were you thinking?” I shook my fist at the sky. “Halina is an innocent baby. She has done nothing wrong! What have we done to deserve this? Why, why…?”

My demand ended in a sob, and I collapsed onto my knees. Hoarse from yelling, I pounded my fists into the dirt as clouds blew over and covered the sun. Good. The world should be gray and dark now. Only bleakness remained in the future as far as I could see.





​CHAPTER FIVE

[image: ]

Late that same afternoon, after Andrzej’s mother had left, hoofbeats pounded the dirt outside the house, then stopped. A horse whinnied, and I hurried to open the door. My son, Mikolaj, climbed down from the back of the beast I recognized as Father Marek’s white steed. His eyes were so red, I knew at once something was terribly wrong. He rarely cried, and riding the priest’s horse was unheard of. It could only mean bad news.

“What are you doing here? With Father’s horse?” I heard my words as if they came from a different woman, outside myself.

Mikolaj looked at his feet while keeping hold of the reins. In his 18th year, he reminded me of the little boy he had been, dark brown hair tumbling over his forehead.

“Mama, Papa is dead! The tree fell on him, and we tried to pull it off…” His voice cracked like a twig in the forest.

My breath caught somewhere between my lungs and throat. I gripped his arms with both my hands and peered up into his face. Paweł dead? Marianna and Andrzej filled the doorway behind me. My daughter held her baby in her arms, wrapped in a white blanket. Andrzej reached out to put his hand on Mikolaj’s shoulder and drew him inside, where, shaking with sobs, he must have held back the whole way, my son told us the harrowing story.

During the halny, our old goat screamed in fright. Paweł went outside to calm her and saw she had escaped from her pen. As he walked toward her, the dead pine tree he planned to cut down was uprooted by the wind and fell on top of him, pinning him to the ground. Mikolaj and his younger brothers heard the crash and ran outside. They struggled to lift the heavy trunk from across their father’s chest, but by the time they had dragged it off, Paweł was unconscious. Between them, they carried him into the house and laid him on our bed. Mikolaj then ran to Barbara and Cyprian’s for help, but when our friends came back to our house, there was nothing they could do. Paweł’s breathing had stopped.

Standing stiffly before me that day in Biały Kot, my poor Mikolaj looked terrified. We all stood like sticks. Paweł had not been the best husband, but this! This was tragedy on top of tragedy, dead at the time of his first grandchild’s birth, and she with an ugly mark. Marianna put the baby in her cradle and began to weep loudly. Andrzej put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her face close to his chest.

“O Jezus,” I whispered. Andrzej led us in a prayer for Paweł’s soul while I wondered where his soul was now, and if he had entered heaven or someplace else, where wife beaters go. My eyes were dry. I could not say much for love. That was long gone. But I was very afraid for myself and our family. Pan, the landlord, could make big changes. He could take our house. I might have to beg for charity.

The Pan’s son, Jurek, had been banished by his father for attacking women in the fields, including me. I did not want to go to the manor house and beg, even if Jurek was far away.

Halina whimpered as my daughter rocked her cradle, soothing her with a soft song, its rhythm like the passage of time. One thing I knew for sure. I had to go back home with Mikolaj at once. I had duties to perform.
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