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For Lucille, Marianna, Angelika and Regina. I stand on their shoulders.

Sainted ancestors, we beg you.

Come, fly to us. 

Polish prayer on the eve of All Souls’ Day, November 2nd
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CHAPTER ONE 
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The winter Regina arrived, I had a lot on my mind. My part-time job at the public library was going nowhere. My husband had left me over a crazy misunderstanding, and our 19-year-old daughter, who had always favored him, blamed me and followed him out the door. Lonely and confused by the turn my life had taken, I stumbled into the kitchen that morning and found the back door standing open, letting in a few flakes of snow.

Get a grip.  I slammed the door closed. A whimper came from behind me. I whirled around to see an old woman in a long brown skirt, loose white blouse, and a muslin headscarf. She stood beside my kitchen table, shivering. A scream escaped my throat and then hers, both of us yelling like a crazy banshee duet.

“Who the hell are you?”

She jumped back, knocking over a chair. Selene, my old gray kitty, meowed loudly and ran from the room.

“What do you want?” I shouted as she scuttled over to a corner, clutching a piece of cheese. Her wide eyes looked so terrified I felt for a second as if I were the intruder, not she. Her face was wrinkled parchment and her hair around the edges of her headscarf was gray, but her round cheeks, those small brown eyes above a long straight nose: I had seen them before.  On my grandmother’s face. A woman who raised me from the age of ten. A woman who had died over thirty years before. It was her. And not her. A queasy little wave traveled through my stomach.

“Who are you?” I said again, my voice shaking. I wondered if she was some sort of hallucination brought on by lack of sleep. My hands groped for the back of a chair. 

She licked dry lips and held out both trembling hands, still clutching the cheese. 

“Przepraszam, Pani, she pleaded. “Prosze mi wybaczyc!” 

A wash of pity flooded my heart. Her voice was soft and hoarse, and though I didn’t understand her words, I knew their rhythm, the pattern of her sentence, the rise and fall and cadence. She spoke Polish like my Babcia, and my mind responded with words from my childhood to ask what she was doing.   

“Co ty robisz?” 

The old woman’s lips trembled. “Pani, mi wybaczyc,” she whispered and waved the cheese in her hands, still begging forgiveness as her gaze darted around the room as if she was expecting punishment to come from some corner.  

I didn’t know how to say, Relax, it’s okay, so I grabbed another phrase from my childhood, the one that meant Hello. “Dzien dobry. My name is Kat. Katherine.” I pointed at my chest, where my heart thumped a jagged rhythm. “Katarzyna.” 

She nodded and positioned her feet on the floor as if ready to run. Her iron grip on the big hunk of Jarlsberg told me she wouldn’t give it up without a fight. I had to let her know I would never take it from her.

“I’m sorry,” I said, softening my tone. “I don’t speak Polish very well. Do you speak English?”

Her only response was a shaky smile that made me want to put my arms around her. All the while I had been thinking of calling the cops, but my gut instinct told me she meant no harm. I looked from her to the door and back again, searching for a clue to my next move. We couldn’t stay there forever, staring at each other. I had to step up and take charge. Deep breath, Kat. I picked up the overturned chair and gestured an invitation to sit. Then exhaling, I sank into a chair myself.   

Her gaze went to my shelf of sacred objects in the corner near the sink. She frowned at the candles, acorns and feathers, then slowly moved her head to look at me, her frown still in place. I squirmed and gathered my bathrobe around me.

She took a nibble of the cheese and went back to sit on the chair I had righted for her. I smiled and nodded at the food in her hand and she set about eating the rest, her eyes never leaving my face. Her jaws moved quickly, both hands close to her mouth like an image of a cartoon mouse. I had never seen a person so ravenous. And for some unknown reason, she was in my kitchen. I could relieve her hunger and maybe even save her life. 

I went to the fridge, pulled out the milk carton, and crossed to the cupboard for cereal, a bowl and a spoon. The inner voice that questioned everything I did woke up. What are you doing? Have you finally lost your mind, making breakfast for a break-in? Surely not. Maybe it was still last night, and this was an extremely realistic dream. I touched my hand to the counter. The cool, solid stone felt real beneath my fingers. I put the milk down and pinched myself.  Ouch! There was a red mark on my arm. So, not a dream. Okay, I could do this. 

With more hand gestures and a nervous smile, I set the bowl of cereal on the table and invited the old woman to eat. She peered at the little O’s floating in the milk and lowered her face until it almost touched the bowl. Then she lifted the spoon and ate without stopping. With her left hand, like I did. Like my Babcia. I stared and held my breath, waiting for the Universe to give me an explanation for what I saw: something strangely as familiar as my own hands clenched on the table before me. When the bowl was empty, the woman picked up the big yellow box, shook it, and looked inside the waxed paper bag. 

Watching her, I realized she wore no coat on in the dead of winter, and wondered if she was homeless. Or perhaps she was mentally ill and might turn on me at any moment. With a shudder, I reached behind me for my grandmother’s shawl and pulled it around my shoulders. Its bright flowers on a black background had never faded and still gave me comfort long after she passed away. My visitor touched her headscarf and stared at my shawl, as if recognizing something there. Perhaps she had wandered away from an Alzheimer’s unit. But I knew the nearest one was miles away, too far to walk without notice. I took the shawl from around me and held it out to her. She took it from my hands with a nod and a whisper, then wrapped it around her shoulders. 

From the first moment I saw this lady, I was drawn to her, if for no other reason than she reminded me of my beloved Babcia, I had to get her some help. But the way my life was going, I was not who she needed. No, that would be someone who knew what to do. 

Taking a deep, centering breath, I stood and walked to the wall phone. She watched me, openmouthed, as I pressed in the numbers: 911. 

“I’d like to report a ...a person in my house,” I told the dispatcher. “No, no, not a break-in. I, uh, think she may be...lost.”  I gave my name and address, feeling better already. The police would know how to handle this.

The woman’s eyes narrowed as I hung up the phone. With careful steps, never taking her eyes off me, she moved to the wall, touched the other side where the phone would be if it went clear through to the dining room then peered back at me. I could see it in her eyes: she thought I was crazy, talking to a wall. She backed away until she tripped over a footstool and nearly lost her balance. 

“It’s okay, don’t be afraid,” I said, my throat tightening. “Someone is coming to help us.”     

From outside the drone of a siren came closer and louder, then cut off with a blip.  The slam of a car door made us both jump. A few seconds later, my doorbell rang. The woman flinched and retreated, her back pressed against the granite countertop, eyes wide and mumbling something I could not hear and probably wouldn’t understand.  

“It’s okay.” I made my voice soft and held up a hand for her to wait and she trembled but stayed where she was. Think, Kat. You can do this. My mind ran back to Babcia’s house and found the Polish words. “Tutaj.” I pointed to a chair. “Usiasc tutaj.”  

She stood frozen in place as sharp raps hit the front door, and I froze, too, unsure if I should answer it or get her to calm down first. A loud voice broke through. 

“Police! Open up!” In a reflex, I obeyed, hurrying to unlock the deadbolt.

“Hold on!” I shouted through the door, my fingers fumbling with the lock. At last, I swung the door open. And looked straight into the face of Officer Braun, the cop who had pulled me over for speeding the previous weekend. Shit. My face grew hot. Not good. Not good at all. 

He squinted down at me as if he could not believe I was on his radar again. Before he could say a word, I turned away to hide my embarrassment and walked back to the kitchen.

“This your intruder?” His deep baritone vibrated close behind me as the old woman cowered, glued to her spot against the counter.

In his black leather jacket, Braun was the biggest thing in the kitchen except for the fridge and for a second, I regretted letting him in. What if he recognized me? Would it affect how he treated this call? Hot waves of shame coursed through me. Would he help this poor woman or haul her off to jail? I scrambled for words. 

“You won’t believe it. I don’t believe it.” I motioned at her with one hand. “This lady, she was just...here when I got up this morning...and...and...she doesn’t speak English. I don’t know how she got into the house without a key but the back door was open. She doesn’t have a coat or anything.” My voice was high and tense and I struggled to bring it under control. “I didn’t know who to call.” 

As soon as I said that, I imagined him wondering why I didn’t call a neighbor. But the nearest house was a quarter mile down the road and I didn’t know the people who lived there. They were probably peering out their windows right now, wondering what had brought a black and white to our stretch of the Pike. Had I done the right thing, calling 911? Shit, shit, shit. I had no friends to turn to anymore. No way to know what I should have done. 

To my great relief, Officer Braun ignored me, nodded at the woman and took a step toward her but stopped when she let out a high-pitched squeak. He held up both his big stubby hands, exposing the handcuffs attached to his belt. I hoped he wouldn’t try to use them. Putting this helpless old lady in cuffs would be the worst indignity.  I wouldn’t let him do it.  

“Good morning, Ma’am. Mind telling me why you’re in this lady’s house here?” Silence followed by a whimper. He modulated his baritone. “I’m not going to hurt you, but you can’t stay here.” The woman’s face flushed pink as she turned to me. I cleared my throat, conscious of my state of undress. At least I had put on my robe.   

“She doesn’t understand you. I think she speaks Polish, but my skills are rusty.” I pointed to the empty cereal bowl on the table. “She was starving, so I gave her something to eat.”  

Braun’s full lips curved in a smirk. Frantic to explain myself, my voice came out louder than I meant. 

“She was eating a piece of cheese and I thought...”  I sounded ridiculous. “I mean...she didn’t look threatening. But she can’t stay here with me, she needs help.”  And so, too, do I, but you don’t know the half of it, nor would you care.

Braun’s face was blank, his voice steady.  

“Okay, I’ll take her in.” 

The old woman flinched as he took her arm and pulled her away from the counter. Her look was stoic, as if she had expected exactly this, and my heart ached, feeling her resignation as if it were my own, as if it was me so helpless in the policeman’s grip.  

I waved my arms in the air. “I don’t want her arrested. I just want her to get some help: a place to stay, if she’s homeless. I don’t know...” 

As usual – as in all my life - I wanted to direct the outcome of the situation but I had no idea what that should be, and it frightened me beyond words. When I bit at my thumbnail Braun looked away. 

“Okay. I’ll take her in to the station and call the language line.” He took the woman’s arm above the elbow and guided her to my front door. 

“Language line?” This was news to me.

“Yeah, they have interpreters twenty-four seven. They can ask her who she is, what she was doing here, et cetera, et cetera.” His voice was deep, strong and all business. 

They were at the door now, his hand on the knob. She looked over her shoulder at me, her large brown eyes unblinking as Braun ushered her outside. At the patrol car, she hesitated a moment, but he put his big hand firmly on top of her kerchiefed head and guided her into the back seat. Then he stepped around front, got in and started the engine.  

Her round face stared at me through the rear window as the car moved past the bare trees bordering my driveway. I opened the glass storm door and stepped out into the crisp winter air. Wait. The car turned left onto the Pike, the words Plumstead Township in sharp black letters on its spotless white side. I thought of running after it, a thread of longing pulling me forward, the same longing I had felt when I was only ten.   
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CHAPTER TWO
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Our little white house was empty when I returned from school that afternoon. I walked into the kitchen and called for my mother but a strange silence echoed my footsteps. A white envelope lay in the center of the Formica table with my name on it. I recognized her handwriting. Beside it lay another, addressed to “Sam,” my father. I tore open the one addressed to me. 

“Dear Kathy,” I read. “I am going away. Please try to understand. Daddy and I have been having problems for a long time. You are better off with him. I am with someone who makes me happy. This is something I have to do. Be a good girl. Love, Mommy.”   

Shards of the past few months cut through me. Angry words from another room as I lay awake in bed. Cold glances when they thought I wasn’t looking. My eyes stung with tears. Mommy.  Who let me eat cake for breakfast. Who let me stay up late reading in bed. Who wore bright red lipstick to her part-time job as a beautician. The room went pale around me. I couldn’t breathe. 

My legs refused to hold me up and I crumpled onto the kitchen floor. My head began to hurt but I couldn’t stop my tears. My home was an echoing shell. My mother was gone. The kitchen swirled around me and I fought and fought for breath until a scream ripped through my throat, hoarse and filled with pain. The sound, like an animal, frightened me. I laid my head against a chair leg and whimpered. My school uniform twisted around me like a blue plaid rag. I touched my face. Snot and tears mingled in a crusted mess over my upper lip. I stayed there, on the floor, for a long time, but nothing changed. My house was empty. I was alone.

After a while, I struggled to my feet and went to the bathroom down the hall to wash my face. I felt a little better so I went back to the kitchen and made myself a snack. Graham crackers and cold milk, what my mother gave me every day, but I stared at the plate, unable to take a bite. 

Being home by myself was not so new. Sometimes I got there before my mother, and let myself in with my own key. Then I’d start my homework and wait for her. But now, she wouldn’t come. Her letter said she had gone away. Left me. What did that mean? Would she never come back? I needed someone to sort this out, to help me find my mother. My Babcia would help me. She was the only woman besides Mom I could always depend on. She would know what to do.  

I went to the phone and dialed her number, which I knew by heart, but all I got was a busy signal. With a big sigh that nobody heard but me, I hung up the phone and tried to start my homework but ended up turning on the TV instead. Every few minutes, I tried Babcia’s number again, but it was always busy. The Brady Bunch kept me company until my father came home right at five as he always did. That much was still as it had always been.

“Mommy’s gone!” I cried as soon as the back door opened. “She left you a letter, and one for me, too! We have to go after her!” 

He strode to the table, pulled out a chair, and sank into it, reaching for the envelope that bore his name. His big hands shook as he read the note inside then pulled out a big white hanky and passed it over his wide forehead. He put it back in his pocket and raked a hand through his dusty blond hair which stood up in peaks atop his head. He didn’t seem to notice or care. He sniffed and moved his chair back from the table. 

“We’ll be okay, Kathy,” he said, not looking at me, his voice soft and low. “What do you want for dinner?” 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. How could he even think about eating? Tears of frustration flooded my eyes and ran down my face. 

“Aren’t you going to find her?” I screamed, my hands in fists at my sides. “You can’t just let her go and leave us!”  

My nose dripped but I didn’t care. He stood and I rushed at him, pushing at his chest as hard as I could.  

“Kathy,” he said, easily gripping both my hands in one of his, “things have not been right between your mom and me for a long time. She might come back on her own. She might not. We have to go on with our lives. We’ll be all right, you’ll see.” 

Even though his shoulders slumped, he still towered over me. He released my hands, patted me on the head and went to the bedroom he shared with Mom. The torn white envelopes and the open letters lay on the table like leftovers. I gathered them up in my hands and sank to the floor, crawled under the table, and sobbing, tore the letters into soggy little tear-stained bits. 

Dad stayed in his room until dark. I watched more TV, because no one stopped me like before. When he came out, his face was drawn but he smiled at me and heated a can of alphabet soup, my favorite. We ate toasted cheese sandwiches, not talking. My head ached and I waited to hear the slightest word from him, but there were none. 

“I want to call Babcia,” I said. “Can I?” 

He shrugged and went back to his room. Babcia came over right away, and her face looked worried. Her smile was sad as she took off her long gray coat and scarf. Her fluffy gray hair was all mussed up, and her glasses were smudged. I grabbed at her arm, pleading with her to find my mother.

“Cicho badz, Kasia. You will make yourself sick. Why don’t we get you ready for bed,” she said. “Things will look better in the morning.” 

She got out my pajamas while I took a Nancy Drew book from the little white shelf next to my bed. Nancy’s mother was gone, just like mine, I told her, but she had died when Nancy was a baby. She didn’t just decide to leave. And Nancy’s dad was warm and kind and full of life, not sad like mine. He even encouraged her to solve mysteries all by herself. 

“Nancy is good company for a girl like you,” Babcia said, tucking me my yellow and white coverlet around me. It felt good, her hands pressing against my sides through the quilt. 

During the night, I woke to hear Dad’s footsteps on the stairs, in the kitchen, in the living room then back to his bedroom but I left him alone. I got out of bed to find Babcia but she was gone too. All right, if that was the way it was, I would become like Nancy: strong and on my own.  And I would not have a little girl’s name. I would call myself Kat.  

After the Plumstead Township police car had left my driveway, my world was as quiet and still as the night forty years before when my mother had gone away. I fed Selene, then showered, dressed and went grocery shopping. After a quick stop at Starbucks for a latte, I went home and checked my email. No news from Alan, nothing from my daughter Jessica. 

I went to the gym and clocked two miles on the treadmill, did my strength training workout, and tried to keep busy all day, just as I had for the past two weeks, trying and failing to keep my loneliness at bay. 

That night, I tried to lose myself in a book. I hadn’t slept well since Alan left, and Wherever You Go There You Are beckoned from my nightstand. Its due date was near, and the library where I worked had a long list of patrons on the waiting list. Come on, Kat, focus. Selene settled beside me on top of my quilt, and I began to read, but the words blurred as the old woman’s face hovered before me until finally, I drifted off to sleep. 

Hours later, I woke to the clangor of dump trucks on the highway outside. In the bathroom as I brushed my dark brown hair from my eyes, the faces of my mother and grandmother appeared in the mirror like a triple exposure photograph. I blinked and they were gone. I reached for my moisturizer and smoothed it over my face, but the wrinkles remained. The dark circles under my eyes were not from lack of sleep. It was time to face the truth: At fifty, I was getting older. 

People said I looked like Mom – the hair, the brown eyes and the round face – and they were right. She never came back, but I still remembered her. Dad never remarried. My mother’s mother took care of me at her house after school and when Dad worked on weekends. Once I asked her if it was my fault Mom left.  

“Not at all, Kathy,” she said. She always forgot to use my new name. “Some people, like your mom, are never really happy with what they have. They keep looking around the next corner for something better.” She smiled at me and gave me a little hug. “She’s my daughter, and I love her, but she was wrong to leave you. There’s no better little girl in the world.” 

The memory of that hug made me smile now, as I got ready for the day. I wondered if in some way, I really was like my mom. I was often preoccupied. A multitude of choices cluttered my mind every day. I found it hard to keep my commitments when so many new and more exciting things beckoned. Sometimes, after I was grown, I tried to find her, but there was no one to ask about her after Dad and Babcia died. After all these years, she might be dead as well. A little wisp of sadness touched my shoulder.

I reached for my toothbrush, and looked in the mirror to see another face: the face of the Polish-speaking woman in the old-fashioned clothes, the one I had turned in to the police. I blinked and shut my eyes tight. Opened them again. Just me in the mirror, no one else. Deep breath, Kat. Relax. 

The bathroom was chilly and I shivered as I turned on the shower. Soothing warm water poured over my head and back as I talked myself out of anxiety. Lots of Polish American women have round faces and brown eyes. That doesn’t mean you have to take responsibility for whatever mess she’s got herself into. It’s not like you don’t have enough to worry about. Career, marriage, motherhood – nothing had worked out well for me, and I didn’t understand why. 

This was my eighth job after college. I’d been a caseworker for the public welfare department, a clerk in the social security office, an administrative assistant for a building company, and now a part-time librarian. I was sort of good at lots of things, but nothing held my interest for long.  I was alone and unmoored as a little rowboat on a choppy sea. 

While I shampooed my hair, I mentally recited a few affirmations. You are doing the right thing. All is well. You are in the perfect place today. 

In my car on the way to work, I recited a few more. Today will be a good day. May I be happy. May I live with ease. By the time I pulled into the parking lot of the Township Free Library, I felt a little calmer. Giving my dream-catcher a little tap for good luck, I grabbed my purse and headed for the building. 

A line of patrons waited while I hurried through the employees’ entrance and almost ran straight into Chuck. Oh God. On his way out, briefcase in hand, he nodded curtly, avoiding eye contact.  

“Meeting up at the main branch this morning.” Big deal. As if I wanted to talk to him anyway. Why, oh why, did I ever flirt with him? Couldn’t I see it would wreck my marriage? 

About three months earlier, we fell into a habit of chatting over our morning coffee. Alan was deep in his latest project, a screenplay about the Big Bang. I’d come home from work in tears, upset about some angry patron who called me down, and he just gave me a quick hug. 

“Let it go,” he said and I wanted to punch him. I was raw and bruised emotionally, and he thought I could just let it go. He was nothing like the passionate and devoted lovers in the novels I read. I felt I deserved more. I longed for me. As time went on, Chuck and I joined a group for lunch every Friday. Soon on Mondays, it was just the two of us for breakfast at the nearby diner. After a while, he started calling me at home and the next Friday after work we had a drink that led to one stupid little kiss. 

Meanwhile, Alan had grown more and more preoccupied. I shared my hopes and dreams like I always had, from the beginning of our relationship, but he never opened up to me, not the way I wanted. I realized now that just like my dad, he kept to himself. Entire evenings went by without a word between us. That wasn’t what I’d signed up for when I married him. He said he loved to travel and I thought he’d be my ticket to adventure. But now here I was, fifty years old with the rest of my life stretched out like a tunnel of colorless days and empty nights.  In a panic that I’d never feel truly loved, I thought I’d at least try a mild harmless flirtation.  

Then all hell broke loose. Chuck’s wife found some notes from me in the trash basket under his desk at home, and jumped to the conclusion that we were having an affair. It was just words, a few hugs and handholding and that one time we kissed, just to see what it would feel like. I should never have put that in a note. But what we had done was not an affair. Was it?

I tried to explain but Alan refused to listen. His first wife really had cheated on him, for years before he found out, and now it looked to him like history was repeating itself. I wished I could erase and rewrite the previous three months. I tried again to explain. 

“You don’t share yourself with me, Alan! I just needed someone to talk to.” The thought of losing him scared me and I started to cry but it had no effect on my husband. 

“How stupid do you think I am?” His voice was tight and higher than normal, out of sync with his tall and lanky frame and his usual relaxed demeanor. He was deeply hurt, and I didn’t know how to change that, to take back what I had done.  I reached out to touch his soft dark brown hair, but he pushed my hand away. “This is not happening again." He pointed a finger at my nose and used it to punctuate each syllable. “Not. Ever. Again.”  

“But...” 

“No more lies. No more!” He turned his back and ran upstairs to pack a bag, ignoring my pleas for him to wait. I followed him and continued trying to explain as he threw toiletries and underwear, shirts and a few pairs of pants into his suitcase. I walked with him right to the door, still apologizing to no avail. It all happened so fast, it made my head spin. And my heart hurt.

When I tried his cell phone the next day, he had already rented a room in Quakertown, close to the FedEx depot where he parked his truck.  He said he would continue his life delivering packages all day and writing screenplays at night, without me. 

I hadn’t meant for this to happen. I didn’t want Chuck, but I wasn’t sure about Alan either. What had I been thinking? I needed time. And a secure and stable home. Which was now in my rear-view mirror.

At my desk in the library, I shook my head to stop obsessing over the mess I’d created. At nine o’clock sharp, Nancy, the office manager, unlocked the heavy glass door to the lobby and people streamed in. An elderly couple headed for the stacks, and a woman I recognized waved at me and walked over to the shelves of rental best sellers. A young woman with two toddlers bee-lined for the children’s reading nook. I settled into the swivel chair behind the reference desk and flipped the switch to turn on my computer. At least here, for three half-days a week, I knew exactly what to do.  

Answering patron’s questions kept me busy all morning. Yet every minute I was alone, the face of my mystery woman came back, nagging. Who was she, and what would become of her in police custody?  

Once I thought I saw her standing at the circulation desk and got up to take a closer look. The gray-haired woman with her back to me had the same stocky frame. She wore a headscarf and brown boots, and a long brown skirt hung beneath her winter coat. I hoped it was she. I imagined her caregiver stepping up to apologize for letting her get away yesterday when she had wandered into my house. It was a fantasy that might have put my worries to rest but it was only that: a fantasy, a nicely tied up ending like the ones in my favorite books. 

The stocky woman turned as I approached and gave me a questioning look, and the image of her unlined face and olive skin came with a sting of disappointment. I smiled at her, and softly said, “I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

“No problem,” she answered and walked out the door, serenely unaware she had been mistaken for someone who needed a caregiver. 

I had concocted a similar fantasy when I was small. Every year on my birthday, a card from my mother arrived in the mail. I began to imagine she would come to my party, and every year, I watched for her at the window. Until I was sixteen, and my best friend, Molly, put her arm around me at my first boy-girl party.  

“Kat, I don’t think she’s coming,” Molly said. “Maybe it’s time to stop waiting for her.”  I knew she was right, but that didn’t make my heartache less, or ease my shame. Whose mother left and never came back? As far as I knew, only mine. The cards stopped when I was eighteen.

Babcia was my only comfort. Her door was always open to me for cookies and hugs after school and later for tea and girl talk. She told me stories about Mom as a little girl, and how she was smart and loved to read like me. My mother, her only daughter, was always looking for adventure. Maybe it was because her name was Anastasia, like the long-lost Russian princess. She even ran away from home once when she was twelve. Babcia said I should never think her leaving was my fault. It was just “her nature.” She had taught her to knit and sew, and when she did the same for me, on long winter afternoons, I felt like I was somehow, if only by a thread, connected to my mother. 

It was only after I was grown that I realized realize how painful it must have been for Babcia to show me her old photo albums, and to watch me peer at pictures of my mother for hours on end. When I lost my mother, she had lost a daughter. It must have seemed like my questions would never stop, but she was always patient and kind. She always made me feel loved.

Dad never said a word about Mom on my birthdays. He just let me wait and hope and I grew to hate him for it. I hated him for not trying to find her, or bring her back. And I hated him for not making something of his life. 

“It was hard, Kathy, being married to your mom.” That’s what he told me, what he told anyone who asked. And just like Babcia, he never remembered my new name was Kat.

He was passive and resigned until the day he died of cancer when I was twenty and left me an orphan. The next year, my grandmother had a stroke, and soon after, she was gone as well. 

I was a grown woman now, more than capable of taking care of myself. But I still felt like a lonely child waiting at the window. 

When my shift at the library ended, I gathered my down jacket and purse and thought of the drive to my empty house. Empty except for Selene my geriatric cat. I waved goodbye to the clerks at the circulation desk but none of them noticed. It was close to two and as I walked to my car, my head held a vision of the previous day, of the frightened woman who was ready to bolt, yet waited when I held up my hand. She had trusted me, only to be hustled off to jail or maybe the psych ward at the local hospital. Maybe there was something I could do for her. Babcia would have tried. 

I unlocked the door of my Jetta, tossed my purse onto the passenger seat and drove to the police station.
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CHAPTER THREE
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I had driven by the white stucco building many times. As newcomers, Alan and I had gone inside for information and even attended a few meetings of the board of supervisors. Originally a one-room schoolhouse, its two added wings housed administrative offices and the police department. 

I followed the signs down the walkway to the door marked Police. Inside and down a short hallway, a clear plastic window separated me from the receptionist. I leaned forward and spoke into a slotted metal disc mounted in the window. 

“Hello. I’d like to inquire about the woman who was brought in Monday morning.”

“The DUI?” Her words sounded far away, though she was right there in front of me filing her nails. I looked around to see if she was talking to someone else but no one stood behind me. 

“No!” I shouted into the disc. “She was a Polish lady who broke into my house!”

“I can hear ya. Don’t have to yell. Wait a sec.” She pushed down on the grey metal desk for leverage and lifted her heavy bottom from the chair. Then she disappeared behind a door in the far wall. She had not looked at me once. It felt familiar, being ignored, and my throat closed.

I stood in the open reception area and wondered how long I would have to wait. There were no chairs and no old magazines, but I was too restless to sit down anyway. I glanced at the clock, out the window, at the walls bearing certificates and proclamations and a photo of the chief.  Just as I was about to give up and go home, a door opened to my left. Officer Braun walked a few steps toward me and jammed his thumbs in his belt loops. He looked down at me from his six foot-plus height and I thought of leaving right then. 

“You inquirin’ ‘bout that old lady I picked up at your house the other day, Ms. Kowalski?” His voice told me nothing. I suspected that was the plan. I straightened my shoulders and met his eyes, though it hurt my neck to look up at him.  

“Yes, how is she, Officer? Is there anything she needs?” I tried to sound casual and confident while peering up at him like the much shorter grownup I was. 


“We got her a temporary placement,” he said. “The people at Loaves of Manna will take 



care of her.” I recognized the name of the local Christian group whose mission was to help the needy. 

He squinted down at me. “You want to press charges? You said...”

“No, no charges. I just wanted to make sure she was okay.” I hesitated but I had to ask. “Did she say why she was in my house?”

He stared at me so closely I squirmed. 

“You know, you kinda look like her. No offense.” 

I couldn’t think what to say. Braun looked down at the toes of his shiny black boots and cleared his throat. “So...the language line interpreter said she was from some village...Maui Wonky? Ever hear of it?”

“No, I haven’t. Where is it?”

“Well, that’s the thing. She seems to think she’s near this village but she’s scared to death of cars, telephones, all kinds of stuff. She threw up a little in the patrol car, like she was carsick. And there’s one other thing. The interpreter said she was speaking Polish, but not the Polish of today. Said it could be an old dialect from like a hundred years ago.” 

He looked as if he expected me to have an explanation for this. The receptionist, back behind her protective window, gave me a cold stare. The back of my neck prickled with heat.

I looked at Officer Braun. “A hundred years ago? Why would she do that?” 

“Beats the heck out of me, but anyway, the Loaves of Manna folks are good people. She’ll be all right, if that’s what you’re worried about.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “Very nice of you to come in and check on her, though. Will there be anything else?” 

“No, thank you, Officer.” The matter was out of my hands, just as I thought I’d wanted when I called the police from my kitchen phone. But now I felt empty inside. I smiled and nodded and took myself out through the double glass doors to the parking lot.  

For the rest of that afternoon, as I drove around town doing errands, the old woman’s face swam before me, her dark eyes questioning. I knew she was lost. And I just couldn’t let her stay that way.

All my life, I had clung to relationships long after they were over. Friendships ended, people moved away or developed interests I didn’t share, yet I kept calling, sending cards, trying to keep the connection going. Alan and I had been drifting apart for years, but no sooner had he moved out than I wanted him back. Or maybe not. 

We often fought over his lack of ambition, or rather, I berated and he walked away. When we first got together I loved that he wrote screenplays. It was one of the reasons I fell in love with him. I thought he’d get them produced, but over the years he seemed to care about that less and less. When he wasn’t driving around southeastern Pennsylvania delivering packages he was reading up on archaeology or astronomy or zoology or whatever his next play was about. We had no social life but he refused to talk about it. I yelled and he walked away. Frustrating. 

Then things went from back to worse. Our daughter Jessica said I was clingy and controlling, just because I got rid of that horrid death trap on wheels she called a motorcycle. Okay, maybe I shouldn’t have done it without asking, but I sold it to save her life. That’s what mothers do, who love their children. Didn’t that matter to her?  And the makeup artist idea? We argued for weeks about that one. I said I would not let her destroy her future that way, that she needed to go to a four-year college like her parents had. Of course, now that it was too late, I realized I’d hurt her by questioning her choice. 

Totally by surprise, the day after Alan left, she came home from her community college classes and confronted me. To my horror, Alan had called and told her his side of the story.

“Mom, you are disgusting! You never think of anybody but yourself." She slammed her books down on the kitchen table, her dark eyes fierce with an awful hate aimed directly at me. It struck at my pride and I fought back without thinking.

"You don't know what you're talking about! You don't know anything about your father and me." I couldn’t look at her, so I pulled out a chair. “You’re jumping to conclusions. Just like your Dad.  Let’s sit down, so we can talk about it.” 

"Shut up! Shut Up!" Her harsh cry hurt as if it had come from my own throat. "Stop acting all ‘let's talk about it.’" She framed the words with air quotes. "You never appreciated him, just because he’s happy driving a truck. Your life is a mess and now you’re ruining my life and Daddy’s." Her words hit their mark. I had made a mess of my life. She threw me a venomous look and with her long dark hair flying behind her, ran from the room. Alone at the table, I laid my head down on my arms and cried.

Within the week, she had moved to California to live with two girlfriends from high school. They’d been inviting her for months, she said, and now she’d take them up on it. They helped her get a job at the bar in Sausalito where they both worked. I knew this from her Facebook page, but I dared not message her online, for fear she would un-friend me. Or de-friend me. Whatever it was called, I had to know she was all right, even from far away. We might not be close anymore, but I was still her mother. I loved her and I didn’t want to lose her. I tried calling but she wouldn’t pick up, even left my first ever text messages but it was no use. She never replied. 

Still angry with me, Alan was quick to take her side. He said she deserved to find her own happiness, to do what she loved, and not what I thought was best for her. Typical of him, I thought, the truck driving screenwriter with zero ambition. But now I wondered if I had been too hasty.  How had my life come to this? The one thing I was grateful for was his promise to let me know how she was doing when he called her every week. 

At home, I gave my daughter’s phone another try. 

“Hey. Just thinking about you. How was your weekend?” I put a little smiley face icon at the end of the text and touched the little envelope to send it. Maybe today she’d answer me.

I hurried upstairs to the meditation corner of my bedroom, lit my cardamom-scented candle for clarity and placed it on a table draped with a purple satin cloth. Selene padded over and snuggled next to me on the rug. My deck of Goddess cards was in a wooden box on the table, and as I pulled them out and shuffled them, I closed my eyes and inhaled the candle’s scent. Taking another deep cleansing breath, I formulated my question: Why is the old woman in my life? 

I dealt three cards from the deck and turned them face up. Past. Present. Future. A thrill of excitement rippled through my fingers as I touched each card. The first held a picture of two faces within a spiral surrounded by yellow light. Warm memories of my grandmother came to mind, unbidden, and closing my eyes, I let them wash over me. The second card was a human figure with eyes closed and many tendrils coiling from its head. Breathless, I thought of my myriad choices. I closed my eyes again, centering myself like the figure on the card. When I was ready, I looked at the third card. It showed two figures holding hands, their backs pressed together, their open eyes looking out in opposite directions. A warm flush enveloped me in a sense of relief as I envisioned my newfound life’s purpose. The old woman was my destiny. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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I had the next day off from work. As soon as I had showered and fed Selene, I called the number for Loaves of Manna.  

The man who answered said they had sent a driver to take my mysterious visitor from the police station to a motel on Route 611 just north of town, a place they used often to provide temporary housing for the homeless.

“You mean you left her alone in a motel room?” I shrieked.

“Well, she didn’t have anyone with her, did she? We have funds for a night at the

motel...”

“And then what? What if she has nowhere else to go?”

The male volunteer on the line spoke in a calming tone, the same voice we used at the library with certain patrons. Crap. The guy thought I was one of those kinds of people. 

“Now, please try to understand,” he said.” We have limited funds.”

“Yes, I do understand.” I tried to speak more slowly, in a lower register. “But where will she go now?”

“Don’t worry. We had someone go over and check on her this morning. She can’t speak English, and she doesn’t seem to have a next of kin, so we called Family Services. They said they would find her a place that would take her on an emergency basis.”

I thanked the Loaves of Manna guy and hung up quickly, then looked up the number for Family Services. An answering machine picked up.

“You have reached the offices of Bucks County Family Services. Our office hours are...”  Too early. I left my name and number after the beep, made a pot of coffee, ate a slice of toast and absently chewed on my thumb. When the kitchen clock showed nine, I called again. This time, I had my story rehearsed and firmly asked to speak to the social worker in charge of the case. The receptionist put me on hold and I listened to an instrumental version of Bridge over Troubled Water for what seemed like a week but was probably less than five minutes. Suddenly, a dial tone cut off the music. With a sigh, I dialed the number again.

“Bucks County Family Services. How may I direct your call?”

“I was cut off. You were transferring me to the social worker in charge of the woman the Loaves of Manna...”

“Oops! Sorry. Let me connect you to that office.” Holding the portable receiver to my ear, I poured another cup of coffee and sat down at the kitchen table. This could be a long wait. Yanni played the piano in my ear while I closed my eyes and practiced calming yoga breaths. After a much shorter wait, Yanni was gone and the social worker was on the line. 

“We don’t usually give out information like this,” she said. “But since you’re the person who turned her in...” 

“I’d really appreciate it. I think she might be related to someone I know.”

“You do? You should have said so before!” Her eager voice set off alarms in my brain. Why had I said that? 

“No, no, what I mean is, she may be someone’s relative - maybe not. I’m not sure. But I want to find out who, I mean, how she is.  You know, see if she’s okay.” Whew. I leaned back in my chair to keep from going on with this crazy explanation.

“We placed the woman in the local shelter of the County Housing Group. Let me give you the number.” 

After the woman hung up, I waited for a dial tone. My fingers flew as I punched the numbers she had given me into the keypad. The shelter office answered on the first ring. 

“Am I ever glad to hear from you!” a woman’s voice exclaimed after I told her who I was. “The elderly lady the Loaves of Manna volunteer brought in yesterday is quite agitated. We are having a very difficult time with her.”

“You are?” I squeaked in a high Minnie Mouse voice. Deep breath, Kat. “What seems to be the problem?”  

“She’s not mean or anything. But she doesn’t seem to know about modern conveniences. She went outside to go to the toilet wearing just that old shawl. And she’s afraid of the TV. Every little noise makes her jump. And she cries a lot. It’s so sad. She just sits on her bunk and whimpers. They said she broke into your house. Where is she from, do you know?”


So she still had my grandmother’s shawl. It made a great excuse to go to her. 

“I don’t know where she came from,” I said, “but she stole my grandmother’s 



shawl and I want it back. Could I come get it? Maybe if I talk to her...” 

The woman’s relief was clear. “Yes, of course. I hope you can help her. Other 

than providing food and a bed, we sure can’t.”

With the MapQuest directions on the seat beside me, I turned down a dead-end street. The highway beyond was hidden by a thicket of wild brush, gnarled and brown. In this quiet neighborhood of Sixties-era colonials, the pavement stopped abruptly where the crumbling blacktop gave way to a field of dead weeds. My Jetta fit neatly beside a huge white shed in the parking area. 

I grabbed my little Polish dictionary off the car seat, touched my dangling dream-catcher for luck, and stepped out of my car. A rambling brick house loomed before me, alone at the end of a cul-de-sac. I was surprised to find no sign indicating I was in the right place. On the other hand, would you want “Homeless Shelter” on your front lawn? 

I walked to a door at the left of the building where a window held a small hand-printed cardboard sign: Office. Inside, a woman sat at a battered wooden desk behind a nameplate: Alecia Brown, Manager. She looked about my age and wore a pale blue cardigan over a white oxford shirt. Her fingers paused over the keyboard of an ancient PC. 

“Thanks for coming in so quickly. She’s in the women’s dorm area. Just go outside and knock on the last door to the right.” She peered at me over the top of her half-glasses. “You sure look a lot like her.”  

Great. The mystery woman was old, tired and dirty and I looked a lot like her.  

“OK, thanks, I’ll just go and see her,” I said, forcing a smile. I had never been inside a homeless shelter and the place made me nervous. A middle-aged woman living alone, I could have some bad luck, maybe lose my job, or Alan could stop giving me money every week, and I might end up there myself. Maybe Jessica was right. I had made a mess of my life. The shelter woman’s voice broke through my thoughts. 
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