








“I barrelled through this bighearted and precisely drawn story, marvelling at the author’s gifts and accompanying myself with the laughtrack of my own involuntary guffaws. And the second time I read SELLING THE LITE OF HEAVEN, l loved it even more. Suzanne Strempek Shea has created a multifaceted, unflawed gem!”




—Wally Lamb, author of She’s Come Undone

“The magic is that you really get to know—and identify with—the main character and her small world, which—in Shea’s capable hands—seems rich and wonderful.”




—Laverne Dickinson, Providence Sunday Journal

“Shea’s comic odyssey, a fairy tale for grown-ups, is….overflowing with charm….irresistible.”



—Sharon Johnson, Patriot News (Harrisburg, PA)

Praise for Suzanne Strempek Shea’s Selling the Lite of Heaven


—Laura Mathews, Glamour

“Engaging…. Shea’s wry yet warm rendering of a com-munity where strong mothers rule and meek daughters find creative ways to rebel is satisfying on many levels.”




—Karen Henry Clark, Milwaukee Journal

“Suzanne Strempek Shea masterfully examines the timeless mystery of the heart: What is this thing called love?… Offer[s] us priceless wisdom at unexpected moments.”




—Publishers Weekly

“Delightful…. Rich, funny, and gentle, this debut is one of those read-in-one-sitting novels….”




—Kirkus Reviews

“The narrator explores her Polish-Catholic community and particularly the foibles of her own family, rendering details so vividly that you can all but hear the noise of a house packed with relatives on a holiday and smell the cabbage that cooks almost daily in her mother’s kitchen….”




—Zedra Jurist Aranow, The Sunday Republican (Springfield, MA)

“[An] affectionate account—laced with humor, romance and even pathos—of a Polish American community….”




—Pam Robbins, Daily Hampshire Gazette

“Shea has created a character we can smile at, sympathize with, and root for. Pleasant, gently amusing and exceedingly likable from the start, she becomes more than that—as does SELLING THE LITE OF HEAVEN.”




—Paul C. Carr, The Catholic Free Press

“Get lost for a few hours in SELLING THE LITE OF HEAVEN. You“ll be back on earth soon enough.”
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SELLING THE LITE OF HEAVEN
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♦  ♦  ♦

EVEN THOUGH WHEN HE TOLD ME I WRENCHED IT OFF MY FINGER and pitched it at him so hard it stuck with a thock right into the cloth of his green down vest, he still said I should keep the ring.

“I want you to have it—It’s yours,” he mumbled hollowly, looking at me, then away, as he picked the thing from the vest very carefully, like it was a shard of glass in a wound.

I remember seeing some small pieces of feathers escape from the slit the point of the pear-shaped stone had made in the fabric. One bit of fluff stuck beneath a prong in the setting, and he extracted it quickly and rolled it between his fingers, then gently placed the ring on a stack of magazines on the coffee table.

Saying he would pray for me, he opened the front door and that was it.

I can say I was stunned, I can say I felt darkly empty. But I cannot say that I mourned—at least not just then. There was too much to do.

Because, my mother said, of what people might think, dozens of rules of etiquette would keep me busy for the next few months, right up to and through the day I was to have switched the engagement ring to my right hand during the ceremony, to allow my wedding band to take its rightful and permanent place on the base of the fourth finger of my left hand.

Because, my mother said, there was a chance she could get some of her deposits back if I acted quickly enough, there were telephone calls to make: to the hall and to the caterer and to the band and to the travel agent, plans canceled and refunds politely granted without so much as a cluck of sympathy from the clerks and secretaries and representatives at the other end of the line—like this sort of nightmare was something they dealt with every day.

Because, my mother said, people had to be told, there were telephone calls to make and expressions of shock and grief to hear from uncles and aunts and cousins who had just arrived at the point where they actually believed someone would want to marry me, and had gone beyond that even to spend good money on new shoes to wear to the event.

Because, my mother said, now none of them were mine even though they had been given to me, there were gifts to return, and weeks to spend repacking and sending back what seemed like a hundred boxes. There must have been that many, because there were about that many ladies at my shower that day in the banquet room of Saint Casimir’s Hall, where I sat beneath a painting of a smiling Pope John Paul II and tore open the packages that held the vital ingredients of my new life.

With each serving spoon and dish towel and toaster tong I saw it materializing in the same detailed clarity and lush Technicolor in which I dream each night, and in the same posed perfection I had found on each and every one of the 802 pages of Today’s Bride; I not only had bought the telephone book-size February-March issue but also eagerly had bought into its every vision of the perfect marriage: each page of laughing, intense, communicating couples was one more tiny reinforcement of my suspicion and hope that, despite the silent and bland marriage I witnessed daily in my own home, love could be a joyous and living thing.

And these, emerging from their layers of tissue paper and nests of foam pieces, would be the finishing touches: a sterling candle extinguisher, so we would not spray wax onto our new cut-work linens when we blew out our color-coordinated candles; sets of matching cornflower-patterned Corning Ware, for those make-ahead dinners to be frozen for the days I would be late coming home from work; a bedside clock set into a square of crystal, to wake us on those many mornings we would oversleep after nights of passion that would start out with us wearing that matching pajama set-scarlet silk-look top for me, scarlet silk-look boxer shorts for him—the only thing in the haul that was remotely racy, but hot enough to make my mother redden and turn away in her seat at the head table and reach for the balled-up Kleenex that is always somewhere up her left sleeve.

There were accessories for the bathroom: shell-shaped white porcelain soap dishes and toothbrush holders, and a catchall for hairpins. There were glass vases to hold the flowers that would grow in our backyard garden. Heavy ceramic nested mixing bowls for the peanut butter cookies he would beg me to make. Rolls of film and a photo album for our honeymoon photographs. Trays and platters and sets of towels. And a picnic basket stocked with two plates, two sets of silverware, two white linen napkins, two fluted glasses, and a split of asti spumante. We would eat from that basket every night, I had imagined, dipping strawberries into cream, lounging on a blanket on the top of some hill, maybe in our matching pajamas, watching the sun set on one perfect day after another.

But there would be none of that now.

I was a woman who had been left for God.


2

♦  ♦  ♦

I’M CALLING ABOUT THE RING,” HE SAID. “Is IT A GOOD ONE?”

Though I was not the one who had purchased it, I felt kind of insulted. But I tried to be polite: “Well, yes, it is. It’s a 2.75 karat stone. All fourteen-karat gold“two colors: yellow and rose.”

“It’s not one of those fake ones, is it?”

“No. If you’d care to see it, we could meet.”

Even as I spoke those words I realized I was making a mistake. I didn’t want to talk to this person, much less meet him face-to-face.

But it was too late. I had said it, and he was saying back to me “OK, where do you live?”

My mother did not like one bit the idea of a strange man, who, she pointed out, possibly could be a murderer, coming to our house, where we lived, to see a ring that he would know was stored right there in that house when it was not being shown off to potential buyers.

She said I should tell the people who answered the advertisement that I would have it at my house just for our meeting, and that after they left I would be returning it to a safe-deposit box at the bank. Even if it was nighttime, I was supposed to say that. I was to point out that I had made arrangements with the bank president to bring it back there after-hours. Better yet, she suggested, just meet him at Friendly’s.

But I was not interested in bringing the ring to a neutral place, where there would be people I knew, eating their Jim Dandies and Big Beefs while watching me, making a buck from my misery, looking, I imagined, so pathetic and at the edge. Anyhow, at this point in all this, I figured how bad would it be to be killed in my own home by a murderer posing as somebody’s idea of Mr. Right?

I told the caller to come on over, and hung up shaking. I was nervous not so much because I was meeting my first prospective customer, but because I was doing this, the last act in a string of bizarre scenes I had starred in since the prospect of a new life for me screeched to a halt. And this was, I was beginning to realize, the most daring one.

While gifts could be returned to senders by setting the boxes on their back steps when I knew they were at work, and while the reservation for that long white cloth you can rent to roll down the church aisle on your wedding day could be canceled over the telephone, selling the engagement ring would have to be done in a face-to-face manner. In person. And so, the living room was vacuumed, some refreshments were set out, and the velvet box was placed on the stack of magazines, in just about the same spot the ring had been deposited that afternoon.

I had made an effort to look halfway decent for the meeting. I wasn’t sure how I was going to answer the question of why was I selling the ring, and didn’t want this person to take one look at me and, from the unremarkable looks of me, figure out why: It would have been bad enough to tell people I had been left at the altar, but I would have to say I had been left for it—if I chose to say anything at all.

I tried to tame my hair before just getting it out of the way with the tight fake tortoiseshell headband that, if I leave it on for a while, makes me dizzy and gets me pale and sick-looking enough to be excused from whatever it is I’ve put the thing on to get out of. Despite thirty-two years of baking it in the sun every summer, the hair never has gotten brighter than my mother’s color—ash, a great and fittingly devastated name for a color of hair—but it is my father—s hair: wavy and thick, something you could use to restrain an animal. It is this way because, he has told me, as a young man he spent hours standing beneath Chicopee Falls, letting all the millions of gallons of water and nutrients wash over him, headfirst. “It won’t last,” my mother laughs when she sees me struggling to detangle after a shampoo. “Soon you will be like this,” she adds, then comes at me, head down, fingers digging into the crown of her head, where so many strands have fallen out that a goldfish-shaped patch has to be rubbed with SPF 15 even when she wears a hat. If during all this my father is in the background, where he usually is during anything, he’ll just smile at me from beneath his still-thriving Conway Twitty flip, his hazel eyes meeting the set that matches his, and he’ll shake his head to say never—not in a million years.

I applied the lipstick I’d never worn before Eddie came along, and touched two dots of it to the spaces that would be beneath my cheekbones, if I had any. I stuck my one pair of small sterling hoops through the holes I got punched into my earlobes at Marlena’s Beauty Castle the day after Eddie told me I looked striking (that was exactly the word) when I wore a little jewelry. I pulled on the squirrel-and-acorn-patterned cardigan I’d knitted way in advance to present to his mother for the birthday I’d never made it to as her daughter-in-law, and I was ready.

Over the phone, the guy had told me his name was Dick—though he really was a Richard—and that I could call him that. So “Hi, Dick,” I said when I pulled open the door and unlatched the storm.

He extended his hand for a shake. It was meaty and big, kind of like the rest of him. His was a Humpty-Dumpty kind of body that Hula Hooped out at the beltline, then angled in both above and below. He was dressed in pressed jeans and an ample white oxford shirt, over which he wore a black quilted fake-fleece-lined vest and a huge navy denim jacket. His fingers frequently pushed back his dark hair, which was either freshly washed and still wet, or had been greased this morning for the day’s wear.

“Just got out of the gym—hair’s still wet,” he told me, answering that one.

“Figured I’d start getting ready for the big day now. Dropped three pounds already. By the time we get married, she won’t recognize me.”

“When is that—the wedding?” I motioned for Dick to take a seat on the couch.

“A year from now—Sometime in ninety-five, we’re hoping, but we’re not sure,” he said as he eased back into the cushions. “We have to wait until her mother croaks, so we can just move right in and gut the whole house and fix it up the way we want to. No sense moving in twice. I’m in wallpaper, so we’re going to be able to fix it up pretty cheap.”

Dick pushed back the hair again, then rummaged in his vest pocket. He produced a business card with his name-Richard Wilkins—and his place of business, Nu Design.

Striding across the top of the lines stating the address and phone number was a drawing of a man wearing over-alls and carrying an armload of wallpaper rolls. His pockets were jammed with brushes, rollers, and rulers, and one arm was looped through the handle of a glue bucket.

“Just had them made up. Nice, ha?”

I looked at the card and watched the little man wait for the little hearse to pull away from the little house. He wasted no time putting a little steamer to the little faded cabbage rose print in the little front hall.

“Is she supposed to die, or are you just, hoping?”

“Oh, no, no, no,” Dick set me straight, his face falling serious. “She’s bad off. Some kind of blood thing. She’ll be lucky if she sees Christmas.”

“I’m sorry,” I said honestly. Dick stared at something on the toe of his big black work shoe and then looked up at me and shrugged. “It’s OR. I’m not sure she likes me anyway. So it’ll be less of a problem. Where’s the ring?”

He worked into his front pants pocket and unfolded a copy of the ad, the one I had placed in last week’s Penny-Saver.

“It’s time, Ma, I want to get rid of it,” I said one night last week, almost six months since Eddie had left. It had taken me just about all that time to unarrange all the ar-rangements and details except that one, the one that sat on my bookshelf in what once seemed a holy vessel of a box, something that now was more like a kind of a fuzzy maroon coffin that needed to be interred.

My mother, however, thought I should keep the ring. She said it was a fine piece of jewelry that really should hold no meaning for me now. She knew well that no one before Eddie had wanted to marry me, and felt certain that no one would want to again. Always a shy, unquestioning daughter who did what she was told, I had followed my mother’s order to stay away from boys until I was eighteen. Actually, her exact words on the day I turned twelve—about two seconds after my Cioci Julia had hugged me, given me a pearl strung on a silver chain because she always said I was the pearl of her life, and told my mother she’d soon have to put up a fence to keep the boys away from such a beautiful young woman—were “God knows there are no decent people left in this world and not that anybody would want you, but if you dare go near a boy before you’re eighteen, you’ll be out on the street so fast it’ll make your head spin.”

Though he wasn’t sure of the exact wording, my father later confided that the same instruction had been given my mother by another mother in another place and time, an edict he said was tradition in her own hometown far away in the middle of Poland somewhere. In my hometown right here, however, it put me in the category of social oddity—especially when, in a moment of false sisterhood created during my best friend Anna Jarosz’s thirteenth birthday party by a round of I’d Never Tell Anyone Else, I was moved to tell my secret by the trust of Diane Pikol, who had just shared the amount she spied listed in her father’s bankbook, and Louise Sliski, who told how someone who says he is a Gallup Poll researcher regularly telephones and asks the size of her mother’s brassieres—and how she each time without delay or question runs to the dresser then back to the line to relay the information.

Anna was still squinting in an effort to come up with something no one else knew about her when I rose and said, “I’d Never Tell Anyone Else that I’m not allowed to date until I’m eighteen.”

But somebody ended up telling somebody else, and in a world very different from that in which my mother grew up, the wait labeled me. I sought solace in Anna, who needed only her meek nature to ban her from occasions that included boys. Together we rode our bicycles and went for ice cream and watched the Movie of the Week. Who needs a date, she would ask me when we’d see boys and girls doing those things together. I’d smile in agreement when she looked at me for my answer.

Though she had brought it upon me, my lack of male companions eventually caused my mother great concern once I did turn eighteen and just about the only person I continued to go out with was Anna. My mother feared for my future, that I might forever live by myself in our house after she and my father passed away. “How can I die knowing you will always be alone?” she would ask me. I never could think of an answer.

I jokingly asked Anna for one the night she turned twenty-one, which she chose to celebrate by getting a pizza and watching the Miss USA pageant. “You’re an adult now,” I pointed out with reverence, “what’s your advice?”

“Tell her something like that will keep her alive. She might even break some kind of age record,” Anna replied crisply. Because the comment was so unlike her, I turned from the parade of states to make sure it was really she who was sitting there, as she had been for every televised pageant that I could recall. In my fascination, I missed seeing a good portion of the representatives from the southwestern states, though I knew Miss Arizona probably once again had been dressed like a phoenix.

“She should just leave you alone—you go out once in a while, don’t you?” Anna added this with an edge in her voice, with her eyes focused on the TV screen, on Miss New Mexico, who wore a huge mountain over her head and torso and whose nervously smiling face appeared in a space carved out to look like the entrance to the home of cliff dwellers. The show being televised from Santa Fe, the crowd went nuts as the geological formation wobbled across the stage.

I’d been trying to lift her spirits by seeking her advice, but Anna, busy consuming half a double cheese with green peppers and onions, and her share of a two-pound bag of peanut M&M’s, only got reminded that I was her date. Not Dave from maintenance or Eugene from radiology or Dr. Young or any of the other people who could repair her air-conditioning unit and take pictures of her gallbladder and go probing around in her brain but who apparently couldn’t read her mind.

Maybe she got jealous once in a while, but Anna really cared about me. She cried the night I phoned and told her I was going to finally sell the ring, the night I flipped to the classifieds of the weekly paper, the night something told me that was the place people like me went, and the night I found plenty of myself in there.

I guess I could have gone to a store and sold it, but one look at Jewelry and Gems, also known as category number 509, and I felt it my destiny. There were far more of the cast aside than I would have guessed—hearts broken in ad after ad, little maroon box after little maroon box left on coffee table after coffee table, girl after girl seeing the room spin around her as each tried to take in what had just happened to her life while well-meaning mother after well-meaning mother wrung her hands and decided it must have been something you said.

The first one read: PURPLE PASSION—2R amethyst heart-shaped pendant surrounded by 1½K diamonds. Was $4,500, will take $1,500. Also, gold shrimp ring to match, size 6, $450 firm. Beautiful. Call today.

BELLS ARE RINGING. Bridal set. Half K diamond ring size 5 w⁄ 4 .25 pt. diamonds. 14K gold band. Paid $2,800. Now $1,100. Have receipts.

SHE’LL SAY YES when you take your pick from my collection: Small ruby engagement ring with diamond accents, $75, size 7. DbI marquis simulated emerald ring, $100, size 7. 14K gold earrings, opal dinner ring, more. Call anytime.

ON YOUR HAND, 14K BAND with pave diamond accents. Make an offer.

The leftovers continued to be served in the following column, Wedding Apparel, category number 510, where somebody was trying to rid herself of this year’s edition of the Eve of Romance dress in size eight, which supposedly had retailed for $649 but was selling there “for only $150.” There were matching shoes, size seven, and a handbag, both for $85. “All new never worn. Have receipts.” There were numbers for both day and night.

It was some sort of sick consolation that maybe I was not the only one to whom something like this had happened. Bolstered by the courage of the former wearer of the small ruby engagement ring, and the one who was in effect telling the world that she never got to have her Eve of Romance, I took out a sheet of looseleaf and wrote down my own sad details.

I sat at the desk in my room, the box open for inspiration, though I did not need any to write a fitting description. Even under my small lamp, the stone seemed to glow magically. I took the thing from its box and examined it closely, but I did not make myself put it on. I placed it to the side and picked up the pen.

Not interested in echoing the style of the other ads, in which bold capital letters were meant to catch your eye, I simply wrote “Engagement ring, 14R yellow and rose gold, Tiffany setting, 2.5K pear-shaped perfect diamond, .75K diamonds on each side, size 8.” That said it all, including the K numbers a drooling jewelry collector who happened to come into my shop one day hadn’t hesitated to calculate for me. All that was missing was the price. Working without a receipt wasn’t easy, and I couldn’t go back to the store, because I never knew where he got the ring. There was no name inside the box lid, and Eddie had never mentioned shopping. I only know that when he first slid it onto my finger, the ring fit like it had been there forever, and would stay on for at least that long. I had taken that as an omen.

“$5,000,” I scratched into the paper. I glared at the ring, and added “Firm.”

I counted out the words and read the fine print rules. For $8.25, this could become one of the Penny Saver’s guaranteed classifieds, running until the ring sold or the paper went out of business. I dropped the description and the check in the mailbox the next morning.

The following Thursday, the ad appeared and I tore into the last section to see what place I had among the other sorry stories. I saw nothing that looked familiar. Then I spotted it—with a title:

“THE LITE OF HEAVEN isn’t as brite as this engagement ring …”

The rest of the copy was intact, right up to what now hit me as was a shocking amount of money to ask for something I actually owned. I checked it again. Except for lite and brite, it was acceptable. And, somehow, it stood out among the others, with their introductions of ONE OF A KIND and YOU’RE NOT DREAMING. Maybe because it wasn’t an exaggeration.

I imagined the classified ad clerk, a frustrated former reporter who had begun her career on the obituary desk, but who never got past that point because of the one incident in which the newspaper had been sued because, in the interest of sensationalism, she had inserted the word suicide into the obituary of someone who had not taken his own life. Demoted to the classifieds, she vented her creativity there by adding six or seven free words to the beginning of otherwise unimaginative advertisements. Like mine.

I also imagined that even in the mind’s eye of a stranger, this ring was shining rays of its odd light, and that she could pick that up even from unfolding a piece of looseleaf that once had shared the same table with the stone.

Whatever the reason, the ad already had attracted one potential buyer. And now Dick Wilkins, future homeowner and leader of a deathwatch squad, was planted on my couch, gripping a roughly ripped-out copy of my ad, waiting to see the ring.

I suddenly wanted to say that I had lost it, or that it had been sold, or that he had the wrong house. I did not want my ring to become part of Dick Wilkins’s life. I imagined his fianc é e at the office, her left hand arched into the faces of co-workers, wearing the stone like a validation, saying how the date would be set “pretty soon,” maybe winking after that, because everyone in the office knew the domino lineup that would bring her to the altar.

But it was too late to say anything: Dick had spotted the box, set on a neatly fanned display of last month’s issues of People, and he snapped it up eagerly. “This must be it. Let’s see!”

He clicked the lid and there it was, sure enough. “Weh-hell,” Dick singsonged. “It’s a beauty all right. How much’d he pay for it?”

I began to get that feeling you do when something tells you to run. I even think one of my ankles jerked forward. Dick was not the one I wanted to start this with. I wanted a customer who would be kind, who would be considerate, who would know how hard this was for me. Someone, well, like Eddie. But because Eddie already had been a customer, somewhere, here I was, doing this. Thinking about him probably chanting and lighting candles right at the same time I was sitting across from Dick Wilkins, I got a little mad. The anger surprised me—my mother’s post-Eddie worklist of canceling and returning and apologizing had left me little time to think about how I really was feeling about what had happened to my life.

Now some kind of emotion was demanding my time, and it didn’t care that I was conducting business right then.

“How much did he pay?” I asked him back, suddenly fuming, knowing that I was locking my jaw forward in the same way my mother does when crossed, and realizing that I had no choice in what those muscles were doing. “Not enough, in my opinion. But on the ring he paid a lot.”

Dick looked confused. “You say you want four thousand dollars for it? Well, it’s nice, but I don’t know. Could you come down a few thou?”

“That’s five thousand and I don’t think so,” I said, jaw still stiff, manner firm, just like the ad said. “Take it or leave it.”

Dick had wedged the ring onto the first joint of his bulbous pinky, and he wagged that under the lampshade, as if to more professionally make an assessment of the piece. “It’s a lot of money—”

“You’re getting a house for free—Splurge a little,” I broke in. He was really getting on my nerves.

“Hey—that’s none of your business,” Dick snorted.

“I’m sorry. This isn’t easy. But think about it—if you were in a store, you wouldn’t be asking for a break.”

Dick gave a little chuckle. “Why’d you think I was looking in the paper? You want to unload it, and I’m your man.”

“You’ll have to leave,” I said, scrambling for an excuse to get him out of my house. “Somebody else is on their way to look at it. Soon. I have your card, if I need to call you.”

Dick rose from the couch and we both stood there like we didn’t know what to do, because I don’t think either of us did.

He moved toward the door. “Well give me a call if you change your mind—I like it and I’d take it … for a little less,” he said, half to me, half to a slightly gaping seam he was examining in the knockoff Laura Ashley with which my mother had covered the living room about ten years ago.

I was shaking when I closed the door after him. My mother’s fresh lemon cookies, refreshments meant to seal the deal, were untouched, and the pot of tea stood tepid. Moving aside the shade I watched Dick climb into a van with the smiling little wallpaper waving from the side. I saw him check his hair in the rearview mirror before turning his key.
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♦  ♦  ♦

WE MET IN CHURCH. IN THE VESTIBULE, TO BE EXACT. I HAD been hearing about him for a long time, as my mother had made it her mission to keep telling me that Mrs. Balicki’s son was moving back to town. I think she was getting nervous: fourteen years into the date-eligible portion of my life, there were few signs she would be allowed to spend her eternal rest free from tossing and turning over the welfare of a daughter so far headed to the altar only for communion.

I had spared her any false hopes by keeping from her the details of that day two summers ago when she pushed me into giving, in my car and in my shaky Polish, a tour of western Massachusetts to Tczup’s thirty-four-year-old nephew, who was visiting from Poland and who, suddenly seeing his permanent ticket here, proposed to me in front of a llama at a petting zoo on the Mohawk Trail.

My first real proposal, however, she knew all about.

It happened when I had just turned fourteen, when sixteen-year-old Andrew Ligawiec asked to come over one night before Christmas. I thought maybe my parents would say it was OR. They knew his parents from church, plus he attended Confraternity of Christian Doctrine classes, had two sisters who were nuns and two brothers who were priests. How evil could he be?

“What does he want?” my father asked me after I had collected the courage to say Andy wanted to visit.

“I don’t know.”

Then my mother broke in: “Stashu, it’s Zyg and Wanda’s boy. I made a pie for his brother’s ordination reception. Maybe he’s returning the plate. I hope so—it’s Pyrex.”

My father said “Oh,” and went to his room. I took that as permission and was relieved at not having to call Andy and tell him something like sorry, we’re moving.

Our house was all decorated for Christmas. The tree lights were on, glowing mutedly through a swath of fiber-glass angel hair. The small orange bulb that illuminated the manger scene set on top of the TV was glowing over the empty manger into which a tiny Baby Jesus figure would be placed after we returned from midnight mass. The plastic candelabra were plugged in and placed on the front windowsill. Except for the stuffed Uncle-Sam-dressed-as-Santa Claus doll my Cioci Wanda had made for us in commemoration of this Christmas in this, the Bicentennial year, the room looked pretty nice. I hoped I did, too. Then, all of a sudden, I hoped I didn’t—if I looked so good that Andy got interested, I would only have to fend him off for four years. It just seemed easier to avoid all that. I stood up and looked in the mirror over the sofa as I pulled the wooden pin from the piece of leather that had been holding my hair back. I checked the result and could hear my mother telling me I looked like a witch, as she had before I reluctantly pulled my hair away from my face after dinner. I was pretty sure no guy would want a witch. I was safe.

The doorbell rang. I yelled that I would get it, and raced, then slowed, to the door. Andy was standing there wearing one of those green air force jackets, with the fake fur around the hood edge. Now I recall him as looking goofy-shaggy black hair, a pointy and crooked nose, a row of top teeth that were crowding into a space long ago vacated by one that had been knocked out. I knew he liked sports—maybe that had happened in a game.

Andy was smiling, and maybe it was the lighting, but he suddenly looked to me a lot more attractive than he actually was in real life. I smiled back. He extended his hand and, like a messenger, offered a small box.

“Please come in,” I invited, but I still stood there and looked at what he was holding. It was not a piece of Pyrex.

I hadn’t expected a present. As he walked to the couch, I quickly thought about what we might have hanging around—was there some canned ham in the kitchen, an unused guest soap in the bathroom, something I could quickly wrap and give to him in return?

“Nice digs,” he said, walking in past me and giving the room the once-over. “So. Where’s the Mr. and Mrs.?”

“They’re here somewhere,” I said. “Sit down.”

Andy unzipped his jacket but kept it on. He flopped onto the couch in the same manner that, if I used it, I would get yelled at. “Real nice digs. Real nice. Always wondered what your house would look like.”

“Soda?” I asked. Why had he wondered? Our only connection, other than the pie donation, was attending the parish school two grades apart, his giving me a couple of rides home from CCD on two rainy Sundays, and our being among the handful of kids who heeded the priest’s request to attend the funeral of one of our own, Stefan Busa, a disheveled loner a couple of years older than us who, for no reason the cops were ever able to figure out, slammed his car into a telephone pole on the same afternoon he would have been receiving his diploma over at the high school—had he ever enrolled.

“No soda, no thanks—trying to cut down,” Andy said, putting his hand up as a stop sign.

“So,” I began, not knowing what other conversation to make, even though right then my mind was full of my few memories of Stefan Busa, the strongest being the way he could reproduce perfectly—freehand and by heart—the far-out lines and colors of a Peter Max print. “How have you been?”

“Since you saw me at fourth period? Just peachy. Had a test with Dunn. Aced it, I think. At least I aced it if Polly did. She talks a lot, but she knows history—and she writes real big, too.”

Andy grinned, one angled tooth shining in the light of the tree. He was proud of cheating. I felt a little sick. I didn’t want him in my house for a visit. I didn’t like this at all.

“Well,” he said, the tooth glinting again, “don’t you want your present?”

“I didn’t get you anything,” I said quickly. “I didn’t know we were doing this.”

“What did you think I was coming over for? My health? Come on—it’s just a little something. Open it.”

Andy motioned to the box, which he had set on the stack of Peoples arranged in a fan shape on the coffee table.

The box from Andy had been wrapped in Christmas paper, brown and gold pinecones on a snowy background, all creased and used before. A shiny yellow ribbon topped the package. Its color clashed with that of the paper.

“Go ahead—take it,” he ordered impatiently, though he still appeared very happy to be in my house. I found myself wishing that my father had said something other than “oh.”

It was a small block of a box, the size that fits into your palm. I shook it—something hard was loose inside. I slowly ripped open the paper, smiling up at Andy so he could see I looked happy. I felt he needed to see such an expression. All of what was going on seemed to be very important to him.

I opened the lid of the white cardboard box. Then I gasped: “What’s this?” It was a sincere gasp—there was no doubt that the fuzzy black box inside the shiny white one contained some kind of jewelry. I had seen containers like this before—not in my own home, but I had seen them given on TV, and I knew.

“Well, go on,” instructed Andy. “You’ll see.”

The small black box had a goldish edge. I grasped it and the thing flipped open. My mouth did the same, but I did not make a sound. It was not so much amazement as it was here I was, fourteen years old, not allowed to date for four more years, getting a ring, and my parents were going to kill me.

“Do you like it?” Andy leaned forward, brown eyes wide, waiting for an answer.

“I can’t believe it,” I mumbled. Mostly due to the above reasons, but more because the ring was plain ugly. It was gold—or gold tone, at least—and was made up of the word LOVE. Inside the fat letter O was a diamond, or a dia-mondish-looking sparkly thing.

I was in a daze, but somewhere coming into my ears was his voice: “Try it on. Go ahead, try it on. I want to see you wear it.”

I slid the ring onto my right hand ring finger. It stopped just beyond the first joint. I was saved. It did not fit. Andy punched his knee and called himself such a retard.

“I should have looked at your hand first,” he moaned in exasperation. “This was supposed to fit a girl.”

“You know,” I said, trying to sound pleasant and pleased, “I really don’t have a girl’s hands. I have my father’s hands.”

I was saying something that was actually the case. Looking down, I saw my hands transform—and only a slight bit of imagination was necessary—into those of my father. A little more huge and a little more hairy and wearing the LOVE ring on the first joint of his ring finger as he held the plank he as about to feed into his table saw.

“Try it on another finger,” Andy suggested. He was frazzled, and played with a zipper on one of the many pockets sewn into the sleeve of the coat I had forgotten to offer to take from him. I didn’t want him to be mad so I tried the ring on my pinky. With a little forcing at the knuckle, it settled on, though kind of tightly.

He took my hand and yanked it toward the lamp for illumination of his gift. “Not bad, eh?”

In reality, it looked stupid. Like a tiny pinky ring jammed onto a large pinky would. But I just nodded and managed to say, “Nice.”

“I want you to wear it all the time,” he instructed. And in the same breath, hopping to his feet and hooking the start of his jacket zipper, he added “Gotta go—confession starts in fifteen minutes and I gotta drive the old lady over there.”

He was a boy who called his mother his old lady. I felt sick.

Andy took my hand again and pulled me to my feet. I got him to the door as quickly as I could, and, opening it, tried to appear grateful, even though I felt collared and choiceless.

“Thank you,” I said, then added what I knew was a wan smile.

For a you’re welcome, Andy moved right up to me and shoved his lips onto my face, sort of covering up most of my mouth, sliding across it like it was greased. He pulled away and pushed aside a length of my hair and told me he loved it loose like that. Then he turned and left.

I closed the door slowly, still in shock and a bit disgusted. With the back of my ringless hand, I wiped off half my dampened face. Then I turned. Both my parents were standing in the hall doorway.

“What did he want?” asked my father, apparently still hooked into our last conversation.

“Where’s my pie plate?” my mother wanted to know.

I don’t know why I didn’t just lie. Instead, I approached them happily, like I actually believed they might think this was a good thing that had happened to me, something I knew well would only be the case with parents on a television show. I extended the ringed hand and lifted it in front of their faces.

“Matka Boska, Stanislaus! He gave the kid a ring!” cried my mother intoning the mother of God and crossing her-self with great speed. She put her hand to the side of her face, like people do when they are totally distraught.

To answer, my father began chewing the inside of his cheek, just as he does in most stressful situations. He said nothing, only looked at me and shook his head from side to side.

“Who gives a fourteen-year-old a ring?” my mother asked in a sarcastic tone. “What? Are you engaged?”

I wanted to cry, and I began to.

“It’s just a ring,” I sobbed so hard I could only get a few words out at a time. “It was a present. It … it doesn’t mean anything. Really. Did you want me to, to hurt his feelings and give it back?”

My mother’s eyes were steel. “Rings do not mean anything,” she said, grabbing my hand and dragging me over to the lamp for a better look. “LOVE. Oh, that’s so sweet. Very nice for a fourteen-year-old. LOVE.”

My father turned to leave, looking at me in confusion just before he disappeared into the hallway. My mother took over the situation as he knew she would. “You have to give it back,” she told me. “We’ll go right now, before he gets the wrong idea. Taking a ring from a boy! Hurt his feelings? More than that needs hurting. What—do you want to get married, are you in such a rush to get out of here?”

I wasn’t even sure if I ever wanted to look at Andy Liga-wiec again, with his sloppy clothes and mannerisms and a first kiss that had left me feeling like I needed to be disinfected. I just wanted to wash my hair, to be by myself, without my mother or the stupid ring.

“It’s just a present. I don’t know, he must like me. What’s wrong with that?”

I must have said that rather loudly, because my mother said, “Don’t you yell at me—I never yelled at my mother!” She squinted and shook her finger in my direction, quickly, like she was trying to get something off the end of it. “Get your coat. We’re going to his house.”

“He’s not there,” I shot. “He’s going to confession with his mother.”

I thought maybe she’d think what a nice thing that was of him to do, that maybe this kid wasn’t so bad, going to church, at night, when it wasn’t even Sunday. Taking his mother, who probably never ever did one bad thing, to a special confession that would get her soul all clean and ready for Christmas morning.

But my mother was unimpressed. She just said, “Then we’ go there.”

My father would remain at home, and out of this, flat on his back on his bed, a Bruins game on the television the only light in the room. I passed his doorway on the way to get my sweater, but he didn’ look up.

In the living room, I scooped the boxes off the couch and tried to pull the ring from my finger. After I wrestled with it for a while, it popped off and rolled onto the carpet. I sat on the floor and tucked the thing back into its black velvet box after checking to see that the word hadn’t been inserted upside down. Then I placed the container into its white carton.

The ride to church was a quiet one. From crying, I was occasionally sniffling, the kind that makes you catch your breath by sucking it in with sounds that you don’t really want other people to hear you making. I couldn’t tell what my mother was or wasn’t hearing. She just was looking straight ahead and the only time she spoke was when we neared the church: “His car here?”

I spotted it near the crosswalk—a faded blue Valiant with two large living room stereo speakers bolted to the back window shelf. It was the same car in which I had heard “Why Must I Be a Teenager in Love?” playing on an oldies station as Andy had driven me home from CCD that first time, and he had groaned, in a painful tone after the song came on the radio, “Oh, man,” and snapped it off halfway through the first chorus. Somehow, that he had been injured by love gave him an air I had curiously found appealing, not having any connection at all to the experience at that point in my life. I remember thinking that I would be like that someday—shaking my head and biting my lip when reminded of some heartbreak I had endured. Someday, I would have a history about which people could only wonder and speculate.

Me. An enigma.

Imagine.

“There,” I, the still-open book, said and pointed my shaking mitten in the direction of his empty and dark car.

“At least he’s still here,” my mother said angrily, jerking us into the first available parking spot.

She snapped off the ignition and we sat there in the dark, in the cold, the vinyl seats crackling as any heat that had accumulated in the ride over leaked from the car’s interior.

I began to shiver. I wanted some sympathy. We both wanted to get this over with.

“Let’s go,” she said suddenly and sharply. “Let’s wait in the vestibule. I’m not going to freeze to death for this kid.”

I got out and slammed my door shut, maybe just a little harder than I had to. My mother glared at me and chugged ahead up the front walk, her feet making harsh crunching noises on the icy surface.

Both of us had our heads down into the fronts of our coats. It was like a Siberia, and I had this vision that we really were there, and, because I had disgraced my family by accepting a pinky ring, I was being led to a desolate new home, one far, far away from the few who knew and loved me.

Just then, a hinge creaked and I looked up. There was Andy, leaving the church, lit from above by a fixture over the front door, sliding a pack of Camels from the pocket of his parka. Seeing us approaching, he pushed it back just as swiftly and smoothly.
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