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Praise for When the Forest Dreams . . .






“A layered, character-driven novel about finding one’s inner strength and purpose in the midst of falling in love.”


—Emily Wakefield Cyr, owner of Folklore & Fable Booksellers


“When the Forest Dreams is magical, a delightful tale with a setting that feels real and characters that live in your heart long after you turn the last page of the story.”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“The fun lies in how fresh the retelling feels. . . . If you love birds, if you have ever stared out a city window and longed for a different path, or if you simply want a romance that blends warmth, humor and a touch of fairytale shimmer without losing sight of real-world stakes, Emma Jablonski’s story is well worth your time.”


—Book Trib


“. . . I kept turning the pages, captivated by Emma’s choices and evolution. I needed to believe that happiness, much like the rare and elusive ivory-billed woodpecker, was within her grasp.”


—Lucille Guarino, author of Elizabeth’s Mountain
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Stepping from our apartment, the hallway light momentarily blinds me. Our apartment’s lamps are fading while everything else shines brightly. A tentative “Hello” breaks the silence. I freeze, as this can mean only one thing. Jake. There is one other apartment in our hallway, and while I have rarely ever seen the parents, I have certainly seen their son over the years.


Sure enough, Jake is standing next to the elevator. I tense but can’t control the stab of exhilaration that lances through my stomach. First my dream and now Jake, this is a special day.


I drop my head and watch through hooded eyes, making sure my father can’t see my interest. Jake is holding on to someone and appears to be dragging her while pulling a large suitcase behind him, one of those roller bags. He’s having trouble maneuvering her down the hallway.


“Hello,” he calls out more firmly, “can you help me here? I just need to get her into my apartment. It will take only a minute.”


I glance at my father; his eyes have turned steely, angry at the request. Knowing I should ignore the request, I
look toward Jake, and I can’t bring myself to do that.
I hesitantly walk, reaching for the girl’s arm, looping it over my shoulders. She’s much taller than my five-foot-two frame, so she drapes over me. Jake has her other side, and she takes a few unsteady steps. Her head is lolling down on her chest and her eyes are closed. Jake drops the handle of the suitcase, and I’m relieved when my father picks it up, walking behind us.


We slowly make our way to his apartment door; the hallway feels alive, and I take a deep breath of air that invigorates instead of stifles. Jake fumbles for his key and opens it. I’ve never been this close to Jake, and I peek at him, studying his hair. I’ve always loved his hair. A piece falls across his forehead and I immediately remember reading all the Harlequin Romance books I devoured a few years ago until I lost interest in such nonsense. The man’s hair was constantly falling over his eye, and the woman was always pushing it back or thinking about pushing it back. A blush creeps up my neck and settles in my cheeks. Jake’s is cut close around his ears but still has waves on top that make him look even taller than he is. The deep auburn color is so lovely, reflecting the bright lights of the hallway. Oh, to reach out and touch it.


Once inside, I force my eyes away from his hair to glance around the apartment. We stumble down the hallway like a giant spider with legs and arms sticking out here and there. Jake turns on an overhead light and I’m mesmerized. The splendor of the hallway is shocking and overwhelming. It has pillars with plants on them, and I see an ivory statue peeking out from a recessed corner. There are pictures with lights set on top of each one, so the beautiful landscapes appear to glow from within. My feet sink into a rug that is rich and plush. We continue down the hallway, and I marvel at how opposite this apartment is to ours, despite having the exact mirrored layout. It is as different as a scarlet tanager is to a drab house sparrow. The difference between having money and not. I scan the living area quickly for any sign of his parents. Nothing.


We continue past the first bedroom on the right and turn into the room that is my bedroom in our apartment. The room smells citrusy and woodsy but has none of the fanciness of the hallway. It is solid and peaceful. The walls are a serene blue-gray, like the color of the early night sky. The overhead light has a delicate glass covering with an intricate design on it. It shines down onto a gigantic bed with a dark blue quilt and sumptuous pillows. The light creates spots on the quilt that look like bright stars against the night sky. The bed is made up nicely, and I wonder if a maid did that or if Jake made his bed before he went out for the night.


Despite being fairly strong, I struggle to get the necessary leverage to hoist the girl onto the bed because of our height difference. Jake reacts quickly: he swings her into his arms and deposits her on the bed.


He turns to us and says sheepishly, “Thank you, both, I wasn’t sure how I was going to manage.”


We stare at the woman sprawled across the bed on her back. Now I can see her face.


Papa crosses himself and mutters, “Saint Michael, defend us.”


I’ve never seen such a delicate and beautiful thing. She has a pert nose and an oval-shaped face. Her lips are a perfect bow, and her hair is cut in a very fashionable bob, even though it is fanned out in a tangle framing her pale face. I touch my plain blonde hair self-consciously. Mine is pulled back in a simple ponytail and doesn’t have half the style hers does. My eyes drift slowly down her body; she is rake thin and must be almost six feet tall. I exhale and ask softly, “Is she a model? Is she okay?”


Jake steps in front of me, blocking my view, ruefully shaking his head.


“She’ll be okay,” he replies before quickly ushering us out of the room and then out of the apartment. I’m disoriented for a moment as I stand in the hallway. I lean against the wall, still back in the blue gray bedroom with the angel. Papa tugs at my arm, and I slowly focus on his frowning face and stand upright, trying to remember where we were going.


We don’t speak until we are out on Fifth Avenue. I know what is coming.


He sputters, “Emma, how could you? Who knows what that no-good boy is up to? And now we are part of it. What if something happens to that girl?”


I respond meekly, “Papa, he needed our help—”


He slices his hand through the air to silence me, “How many times have I told you? American boys will be the ruin of this great country. And now this could be the ruin of us. This . . . Jake doesn’t know how lucky he is to be born in America. No! Everything is handed to him. He hasn’t worked a day in his life. You know that.” He looks sharply at me, and I’m unsure if he wants a response. “He knows nothing of hard work or the freedom he takes for granted.” His voice drops. “We don’t know what kind of trouble we could get into. I don’t like this, I don’t like any of it.”


My father’s fear is talking. He’s not angry with me—well at least not very angry—he’s fearful of what could happen. My parents worry about getting caught in some misdeed or illegal activity they didn’t understand, and because of a minor mistake or misunderstanding, they lose their tenuous hold on the American dream. They know they can try their hardest and do all the right things but still get caught up in something that results in it all going up in smoke, which would be the ultimate affront to my grandfather’s perilous journey from Poland and the death to every other Jablonski that remained.


I can’t imagine how helping the pretty girl into Jake’s apartment will get us into trouble, but I know better than to share my opinion. No matter what I say, the weight will not lessen or change; it is always there, and I can’t do anything to lift it and dispel my father’s concerns. He has enough worries that weigh down his broad, stooped shoulders. So, I simply nod my head in agreement as he continues to fret and mutter to himself until we reach the bakery and enter through the back door.


Once inside the shop, my father’s attention quickly shifts to the making of bread, mixing the flour and sugar, and starting the yeast to rise for the pumpernickel, the one the patrons stand in line for. He no longer looks quite so stooped as he relaxes against the large stand mixer that whirls and twirls the dough. His hair sticks up in gray and white tufts. His broad face would be unremarkable except for his dark eyebrows, which slash so forcefully across his brow that they look like they are trying to smooth the deeply furrowed lines that crease his forehead in the opposite direction.


I set about mixing the fillings for the pastries. As I stir and stir, my mind flashes back to the morning, remembering the suit Jake was wearing. It was steel gray and looked soft to the touch. Next, his hair flashes through my mind. It was short as it has been for the last few years. Up close, it was lovelier than I imagined. What if I had dared to touch it?


The first time Papa and I bumped into Jake was ten years ago; I was fifteen and figured Jake was around nineteen. It was 4:00 a.m., and Jake was walking in from what I imagined was a night on the town. His hair was long and tousled, he was wearing tight-fitting jeans and singing some popular song of the day. As we passed him in the hallway, he reached out for my father’s hand and tried to spin him in a twirl. Papa shrank back against the wall to evade him, and Jake then reached his corded arm out for me.


I smelled the alcohol on his breath and froze—unable to move, never mind spin.


Without missing a beat, he did a jaunty bow to us and, with a cheeky grin, said, “Top of the morning to you both.”


I stood rooted to the floor, staring at Jake with his wavy chestnut hair, his aquiline nose, and smooth cheeks, as he made his way past us, toward his apartment door. His face was open and carefree. His eyes had a humorous glint, as if he and only he knew a secret joke. As I watched, a wave of longing hit me that I had no explanation for. He was something so exotic, so different from the large, blonde, flat-faced Polish boys who work at the bakery. He was narrow at the hips, almost slight, but sinewy with shoulders that looked strong. My gut tightened with hunger despite the bagel I had eaten.


At fifteen, I knew in my heart of hearts he was wildly dangerous, and my father confirmed that to me in no uncertain terms during our walk to the bakery. That was the first of many lectures about rich American boys and how they will be the downfall of this great country. Papa loves America but holds Americans, particularly American boys, in very low regard.


“You must never forget the sacrifices made to give you the life you have,” he admonished me. Then he quickly launched into his oft-repeated lecture of how his father Ernest came to America when he was eighteen, leaving his family behind to perish in the great war. Repeating his well-worn phrase—“My father came here with nothing but the shirt on his back”—with force.


Back then, my rebellious self had to bite my tongue, fighting the urge to respond with a flippant, “while technically true, the shirt did have jewels and gold sewn into the lining, so maybe not quite nothing.”


I smile now, remembering that moment and my disobedient thoughts. I don’t know where this devilish side of me comes from. Sometimes Papa seems to sense my insolence even when I haven’t said a word, as he will launch into some lesson grounded in our family legacy. I think it is my eyes that give away my uncharitable thoughts.


Since that first embarrassing run-in with Jake, we’ve bumped into him sporadically over the years. Each encounter was both mortifying and fascinating and I remember each one vividly. When I ran into him in the hall at seventeen, Jake had even longer hair that fell almost to his shoulders in a wavy, coppery mane. That time, when he walked past me, I stared with my mouth agape and had to clench my fist at my side to keep my hand from reaching out to touch his hair in all its wildness. He said nothing, but I saw a quick quirk of his lip as he passed us, as if he knew exactly what I wanted to do.


I saw him a few more times with his hair long and continued to be mesmerized by it. My father stepped up his condemnation of Jake and all American boys as he seemed to understand that my reaction to Jake was not waning but was getting stronger.


After that, Jake’s hair got progressively shorter, but never short. I fancied he knew his hair only added to his allure, and to tame it would be a shame.


When I turned nineteen, I reined in my infatuation. Maybe I finally grew up . . . or maybe his shorter hair gave me enough strength to control myself. Dreams are for the young and the foolish, the real world doesn’t allow such dreams to breathe and take flight. That is when I began to take my father’s lectures to heart, realizing the silliness of my interest in the rich, handsome boy next door. Jake was not of my world, and it was stupid to pay him any more attention than I do to the wealthy patrons of the bakery who drop a dollar in the tip jar as they smile at me condescendingly. I still had my special dream of flying free in the forest, and that would have to be enough.


I pull myself out of my reverie when I smell a sweet acrid smell of burnt sugar. Oh, no! I’ve let the filling burn. I rush to dump it in the garbage, covering it with an empty bag. Staring at the waste, I give myself a stern admonishment: Be the dutiful daughter my parents want and deserve!
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The bread is baking in the oven when I open the front doors at 7:30 a.m. A swarm of customers rushes in, breaking the quiet melancholy of the morning. Some regulars greet me with a “Hi, Emma.” Others smile pleasantly as they place their orders. Watching the people step off the street, I imagine their busy, exciting lives and wonder how I missed having a little life of my own. Smiles, nods, and greetings come my way, but nothing more. I’m stuck in a bubble I built to protect myself and now I’m not sure I know how to get out or if I want to. I’m alone, removed from this life that for everyone else, the connection seems as natural as breathing.


The picture of the blonde angel sprawled on Jake’s bed pops into my head as I knead the dough for another batch of bread. I hope she is okay. I weave a wonderful life for the angel. One that is full of friends, excitement, and gaiety. Her life is magnificent. Smiling, I fill a box of Paczki. Sprinkling the sweet, fried dough with powdered sugar. Inhaling the homey aroma, I think, Why can’t this be enough?


On my way home midafternoon, I walk through Central Park and do the only thing that brings color to my world: I watch the birds. As always, I have John Foster’s guidebook Birds of Central Park tucked into my pocketbook. I’ve spotted some species he meticulously describes in his book.


I look for new birds on each of my walks as well as the regulars, through the ever-changing seasons, year after year. Some birds remain in the park, others pass through on their way to far-off wintering or breeding grounds. These solitary walks are the high point of my day. In the park, I’m connected as if I belong here, among the birds and the trees. For the hundredth time, I wish I had binoculars as I could add a lot more birds to my life list if I had even a cheap pair. My fingers idly rub the spine of the guidebook; it has given me my connection to this special world.


It was shortly after 9/11, my family moved to New York City to help care for my ailing grandmother after the old Ernest died, fortunately, the young Ernest remained to help me deal with a world that had turned upside down the instant the planes hit those towers. My world had imploded as I grappled with a move from Connecticut to the city. Both the world inside my grandmother’s rent-controlled apartment on the Upper East Side and the world outside were in shambles. It was during this time that the bubble fully encased me, protecting me from the chaos and the sharp jabs the kids in public school directed at me. All of them assumed I was a rich girl kicked out of her snobby boarding school, who now was slumming it with them. The humiliations were too many to count. Sitting alone in the cafeteria, the little pushes when walking down the hallway, always the last one to be partnered up with when the teacher assigned a group project. While my bubble protected me, the library nourished me—showing me worlds I couldn’t begin to imagine, and I devoured them wanting to be far away from this crazy foreign world we were stuck living in.


When I was seventeen, I stumbled upon Birds of Central Park in the NYC Library and that changed everything. Finally, our location across from the most famous urban park in the world helped me. The book gave me a purpose and a distraction that went well beyond me getting lost in the pages of a book. John Foster’s guide showed me how to walk and commune with nature. While my parents and the customers at the bakery might see me every day, they never see the real me, the person who has dreams and hopes and too many funny comments. Only John Foster and the birds and the trees see me and feel me. I write down in his book not only bird observations, but my thoughts and feelings that go well beyond the birds. He invites me to share, and share I do. He is a good listener. Now I had John Foster and young Ernest for company, what more could I need?


As I wander through the park, I scan the tree limbs, trying to peek through the leaves and peer into the low shrubs to spot one of my feathered friends. It’s mid-September, and there are still migratory birds flying south, stopping to rest up and put on necessary fat to see them through to their faraway wintering grounds. Oh, to be wild and free.


John Foster explains that you must first listen for the bird and then get your eyes and ears to triangulate to where the bird should be sitting. Once you spot the bird, you use your binoculars, if you have a pair, to bring the bird into focus. His descriptions of the nesting habits of these feathered friends, as he calls them, as well as what each bird eats and where it winters and summers, is a secret world unto itself. A world I have the magic key to enter. Describing the purple finch, he writes its proclivity to build nests on any outside, manmade structure, which the park has several of leads you to look up into the nooks and crannies of the carousel or Wollman’s rink to locate them. He encourages readers to find the secret world of finches on these buildings that are part of our world, but they have purloined a piece for themselves to use in their world.


When I first took the book out from the library, I kept my dictionary nearby to help me understand many of the words he used, but in time, John Foster expanded my mind to include his fancy words as well as birds.


People walk through Central Park every day, but it’s only those of us who know about this secret world of lovely, chittering, feathered beings that get to peek at it. If I ever meet him, which could happen because the book jacket says he lives in NYC, I will thank him and may even dare to hug him. His book has been a lifeline for me during my long and lonely teenage years, which now are stretching right into my twenties.


He explains in the book, “We come from nature, and we all would be much better off if we walked more in nature instead of viewing nature as a separate thing apart from humans.”


I would not have survived living in the city without my connection to the world of flora, fauna, and the birds of Central Park. I discovered a peace within the park that I never found anywhere else, except at Seaside Park’s ocean beach back in Bridgeport, where I could feel the power of my favorite myth, the story of Halcyon and Ceyx. John Foster helped me put words around the peace I found in nature and made my connection seem normal. He opened my eyes to the passing of the seasons, and the migration of birds north to south and back again. Giving me an understanding of how living by the rhythm and cycles of nature is better for the human condition than the artifice of clocks and our obsession with small increments of time—minutes instead of seasons and millennia. He woke me up, giving me a thin rope that tethered me a bit to this world.


Thanks to him and Central Park, I am alive.


Stopping at my favorite bench in the Ramble section of the park, I sit and immediately spot a bird poking its head out from under the witch hazel bush with its yellow spidery flowers, I note a yellow circle around a bright eye and a gray head: a white-eyed vireo. It looks right at me with an inquisitive cock of his head and gives its distinctive three-part song. My bird bible tells me he is only looking for insects to forage for on the ground and isn’t making eye contact with the likes of me. But that doesn’t stop the surge of happiness from filling my chest, and this one time I dismiss John’s teachings and instead believe that the little, gray-headed bird with its yellow sides and two white wing bars is looking right at me and acknowledging my presence.


The bird takes a few more hops, then disappears back under the shrub. I am seen, even if it is only by a bird.


My eyes travel from the bush to a couple strolling by. They lean in towards each other, murmuring and holding hands, they’re in their own magical world.


Oh, to have someone to tell your thoughts and feelings to and have them care about what you say, and more importantly, what you feel. When I was young, my parents had little interest in me, only making sure I was eating, sleeping, growing, and doing all the right things. They never wondered what I was feeling or thinking. They are of the generation or maybe of the culture that believes parents must feed and clothe their children, teach them the importance of hard work, and anything more is unnecessary and may actually spoil them. Spoiling a child is the worst thing a parent can do and is why my father rails against all the “spoiled American children” like Jake, who take their freedom and good fortune for granted.


My parents decidedly do not spoil me, quite the opposite, but I don’t blame them. They are trying to cope; they don’t have the time or energy to focus even a tiny bit of attention on me unless I force their hand like I did this morning. My mother is trying to survive her MS, a degenerative and debilitating disease, with as little attention or complaint as possible. Despite her stoicism, many things fall to my father. And the stress of my grandmother’s constant threats saps his energy even further. How many times has she threatened to throw us out over these intervening years? Too many to count. They don’t need me dreaming and wishing for something more.


Glancing up at the sky, I realize the sun is getting low and I need to head home to help with dinner. Mama has been having some good days lately, but I should be home helping and not staring up at the sky and the trees, dreaming and hoping. My father’s voice rings in my head: “There is no time for hope, only hard work.” I don’t know why I can’t do better and just accept my life, but a vice tightens around my chest when I think of these endless days with no color or hope sprinkled in.


I sputter, Dammit, that can’t be all there is to live for?


Pressing my hand against my mouth to hide my smile, I look around for any passersby who may have heard me. Instead, I spot the vireo peeking out at me and I chuckle. Feeling downright defiant, I don’t even cross myself.


I sit for five more minutes and am rewarded with first the raspy call of the belted kingfisher, and then I triangulate his call, and I spot him. Perching on a branch with his blue-gray little body, his ragged crest makes his head look too large for his body. He is an odd-looking little bird, but he is my favorite.


A bubble of happiness expands in my chest. Maybe God has a sense of humor and doesn’t mind my blasphemous inner voice. Wouldn’t that be something?


The kingfisher was the first bird I documented in my guide-book, which contains a whole Life List section full of blank pages, to help one start building their list of bird sightings.


I don’t get paid for working in the bakery, as that is a family obligation, so it took me until I was eighteen to save up enough pin money to buy my own copy of the book. That was my one luxury since I have few other needs—no iPhone, no makeup, no jewelry. Six months later, I finally dared make my first entry on the blank, crisp white pages in the Life List section. It took spotting my first kingfisher to get me to mark down the sighting on those lovely virgin pages. It was the sign I needed.


My connection to the kingfisher goes back to seventh-grade English class when I first read the myth of Halcyon and Ceyx. Princess Halcyon was married to the mortal king Ceyx and their love for each other was known throughout the realms. Because of their pridefulness and blasphemy, one day when Ceyx was sailing to Delphi, a great storm capsized his boat and as he was drowning, he begged Poseidon to bring his body to his wife’s arms. Halcyon, meanwhile, had the God of Dreams tell her about the awful fate of her husband, and she rushed to the coast where she found Ceyx’s body and immediately threw herself into the blackness of the sea. Amazed by her love and devotion, the gods decided to save her. They transformed her and Ceyx into kingfisher birds so they could be together forever.


But Zeus ordered that Halcyon must lay her eggs in winter, nesting always near the spot where she found Ceyx’s body. This was impossible for the two birds, as the waves kept sweeping away the eggs. The kingfishers were heartbroken and desperate. Zeus finally took pity on the lovers and ordered the gods to give them fourteen days of pleasant weather around the winter solstice, so they could keep their eggs safe.


This story of love and commitment sustained me. It spoke to me of the need to keep trying and never give up. It convinced me that we all have our Ceyx or our Halcyon out there somewhere, and we will find them when the gods decide it is time. This was when my dream made its first appearance and that comforted me as well. It has sustained me while I wait on the gods.


After seeing the kingfisher that very first time, I realized I needed to do what John Foster preached in the book: “One needs to track and make note when and where they see their first bird of a particular species, so you can hold on to the memory.” So, I wrote down belted kingfisher and described the park that day. The weather, the sun shining down, the exact location of the bird.


Now I’m up to sixty lifers. That is what John Foster calls this list of specific identified birds. There are over two hundred species of birds that visit the park, so I have a long way to go on my list, but that gives me a reason to get up in the morning when there isn’t any other compelling reason to rise. A surge of pride makes me straighten my shoulders, but almost as soon as that happens, I deflate. How I wish I had someone to share it with. While I love him dearly and he is a good listener, John Foster isn’t the best conversationalist and Ernest is even less so.


I tuck my guidebook into my industrial-sized bag that holds my umbrella, wallet, and the other items one needs to walk the city streets and hurry home. I take a deep breath, and the air feels alive and energizing. As I walk the path getting closer to home, my feet drag and my lungs constrict.


Well, I think as I step off the elevator, at least my father’s story of the morning’s situation will remind my parents I’m still alive and breathing.


I pause outside our door and steal a glance at Jake’s door. A picture of the plush hallway with the rich carpet and the muted lights flashes through my mind, followed by his bedroom. I wish I had touched his quilt. It looks like it would feel like a cloud.


“Hmm.” A dreamy smile tugs at my lips as I turn the knob.


“Mama, I’m home.”
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Days later, walking home through the Ramble, I stop and look down at my legs encased in my smudged, checked bakery pants. A thought slowly dawns and unfurls in my mind like a snake. I’m limping. I haven’t been feeling well, but I thought it was from the change of the seasons. Fall, with its shorter days and brisk temperatures, signals the slow opening of the door to winter and that always brings with it a sense of melancholy. It means the end of the fall bird migration when the outside world becomes brown and drab—too much like my inside world. Each fall I go through a period of sadness when winter takes over, muting out the vibrant greens and splashes of color of the trees, birds and flowers.


I glance around; the leaves are still green, but they look ready to shrivel and dry as the tinge of fall grips the air in mid-September. Winter is coming even if it hasn’t yet started painting the trees, the magic colors of fall.


I frown at my thoughts. What I’m feeling is something altogether different from my normal seasonal grief. Recently, my knees and hips have been aching all day instead of just in the morning. Today they feel almost swollen. My stomach knots into a state of panic as my mind immediately jumps to MS. “Noooo!” screams in my head.


Taking a deep breath, I stare up at the clear, blue sky. The picture that comes into focus is my mother, sitting at the Formica kitchen table with a bunch of pamphlets spread out in front of her. She just came from one of her first doctor’s appointments after her diagnosis. I was eighteen. My grandmother is sitting in her recliner, facing the table. I’m stirring soup on the stove. Mama is reading out loud, translating the pamphlet into Polish. Mama and Grandma glance sharply at me and silence hangs heavy in the air. They rarely pay me much attention so, at first, I think I’ve done something wrong with the soup. But, when I meet their gaze, I don’t see the disapproval that I expect for my cooking — instead, I see pity reflected in their eyes. Now sensing that I should have been paying more attention, I review my mother’s words, translating them to English and connecting the dots to make the most regrettable picture: “MS can be a genetic disease.” Fear and anguish flood my being and my mother looks contrite. She shakes her head as if trying to nullify the words.


Leaving my soup pot unattended, I sit down at the table, taking the pamphlet from her hand. I skim it, silently calculating how many more years I have before I, too, will need to start taking the heavy dosages of medication my mother has started on. She is struggling with the new regimen of pills that make her sleepy and not herself, but the doctors assure her they are all necessary to help manage her disease. It was sitting at the table that I worked out the timeline for me, and that timeline became etched into my psyche.


My mother’s symptoms began when she was thirty, right after I was born. For the first couple of years, she believed the symptoms were related to caring for a new baby. She struggled to get her doctor to listen to her complaints because of language barriers and her own reticence to complain. So, for eighteen years, she dealt with the cruel fickleness of MS without knowing what was happening. Bouts of unsteadiness, muscle weakness, and vertigo, coupled with periods of feeling normal and fine. She struggled along, living the physically demanding life of a baker’s wife, never knowing when her symptoms would strike or what they meant. Finally, her diagnosis gave a name to her many ailments. The timeline I had counted on gave me until I was thirty before I had to start worrying and looking for symptoms, but here I am at twenty-six. Of course, my timeline was wrong. I stumble along until I find my favorite bench and sit. My symptoms are real, and now that I’m conscious of them, I realize they’ve been getting worse for the past couple of weeks. Could it happen this fast?


Of course it could. MS is a tricky disease, sometimes disappearing completely only to come roaring back for no apparent reason.


A dark wave engulfs me. What is the point? Why am I even here? Is it truly just to suffer? I haven’t begun to live—and now it is too late. I had 2017 in my head, not 2013.


Getting up slowly, I trudge back to the apartment. I serve the sauerkraut and pork chops and then clear the dirty dishes. I’m disconnected from my body, lost in my head, removed completely from this apartment and this life. Robotically, turning on Babcia’s TV when it’s time for Wheel of Fortune. My parents settle in for the evening and no one glances at me.


Do they see me at all? Don’t they sense my anguish?


Instead of sleeping, I assess my life in fits and starts throughout the long, miserable night. My life in review is so painfully dull. I haven’t done one thing that is significant in my twenty-six years. Unless you count the many embarrassing events and humiliations. Certainly, nothing I experience resembles the life that the individual in Jake’s bed likely enjoys simply existing.


Life is so unfair.


I quickly cross myself with a pang of guilt. Jealousy of others and thinking God owes you is counter to everything I’ve been taught while sitting on the hard pews of
St. Augustine Church. And these teachings apply doubly to a Jablonski whose family made the ultimate sacrifice. I do ten Hail Marys in quick succession and promise to do more at church on Sunday.


With my penance over, my painful past continues to roll behind my closed eyes like a sad movie—the sleepover my parents had to collect me from when I cried and screamed when we watched ET. It was absolutely terrorizing when the monster screamed and stretched his neck up. For years after that, I threw away every Reese’s Pieces pack I got trick or treating, petrified he’d come find them in our apartment above our bakery. Or the time I brought pierogis to school for Cultures within Our Class, and the kids snickered, “Emma, didn’t bring anything,” pretending they couldn’t see the pale pierogis against the white plate. The girls from my class who always went out of their way to make my school days lonely and miserable, excluding me from recess games.


In the inky darkness just before dawn, the last painful memory drifts into focus: I’m fourteen and we’re attending my mother’s cousin’s wedding, a small, family affair. I am wearing my best Sunday dress and feeling quite grown-up. It is a light-blue dress, and when I look at my reflection in the bathroom mirror in the banquet hall, my light-blue eyes look downright sparkly. As the afternoon progresses, people start to dance, and the music gets loud. My mother and father are all smiles, looking so relaxed, I barely recognize them. Mama has been having a good month, with barely any weakness, so they look like every other couple at the wedding: drinking, talking in Polish, and laughing.


A boy approaches our table.


“Hello, I’m Jimmy,” he introduces himself. “Would you like to dance?”


My father says loudly, “Yes, Emma, go dance with the nice boy.” He gestures wildly toward the dance floor.


My mother sees the shock in my eyes and she more sedately motions me toward the dance floor. I wonder where my parents have disappeared to.


I get up obediently and follow the boy to the dance floor. We dance.


After another dance, Jimmy asks, “Want to go outside? It’s getting kinda hot in here.”


I quickly glance at my parent’s table, and it is empty. I spot them near the bar with Uncle Leo and a group of others. Feeling emboldened, I shrug a yes, and we walk out onto the patio.


Others are milling around outside, enjoying the fresh air. Jimmy pulls me in close and tucks us into a corner. He feels even warmer than the air in the reception room, but I don’t pull away. I think he is going to kiss me, and my stomach jumps with nerves. All the girls at high school talk about kissing boys, and I very much want to see what it is like. But suddenly, I hear Father Kowalski’s voice in my ear—“Harlot!”—and I jump and pull away, running back to our table, my cheeks flaming red with embarrassment.


If I had only known—how could I have known?—that this was going to be my only chance for a kiss, I would not have fled. I wish a warning bell could sound, signaling, “Last chance, take it or leave it.” I would have been so much braver and not run away from a secret kiss in the corner of the patio at Clark’s Restaurant and Banquet Hall. Right after this, we moved to New York City, and I sealed myself off completely. My bubble kept me safe from all the hurts and taunts leveled at me for reasons I could not fathom. A few things could get through. Some unwelcome, like my father’s voice that echoed within about the sacrifices one must make or Father Kowalski’s booming voice, also ricocheted off the walls each Sunday. But some good things made it through too. My mother’s soft squeezes when she sensed I had a particularly bad day. The birds, trees and velvet moss of the Park eased through my walls. And Jake. Jake could break through until I finally sealed the hole when I was nineteen. Crazy dreams were just that . . . crazy.


I stare up at the ceiling through the long night of my painful review. As dawn is breaking gray and bleak, I clasp my hands together, not sure if I am praying or wishing, and whisper in a hush, “Please, anyone. I don’t want to be cured. I know that is impossible. But please let me live a little before I start to die.” I spot the tenacious little spider web in the corner of my room and make out the delicate threads and the intricate design. That lifts my spirits a bit.


Getting out of bed, I’m not sure if the aches are from lack of sleep or the MS continuing to assault my nerves and muscles. I feel a hundred years old as I bend down to kneel beside my bed. I bow my head, resting it on the thin mattress. I can’t think of a single prayer to say this morning. Does it really matter when I’m in hell already? I shake my head, shocked at my audacity. I really need to get a grip.


During a slow time at the bakery, while my father is taking care of a flour delivery, I call my mother’s MS specialist and make an appointment. They have an opening next week because of a cancellation, and the receptionist shares how lucky I am to get this appointment.


I refrain from saying, “Lucky? Let me tell you, anyone calling your office for an appointment is the exact opposite of lucky.” I suppress a grin then sober up. It’s a morning appointment, so I’m going to have to figure that out.


I go through the week on autopilot, but the world does not notice. Although my father seems to tire of having to remind me to focus on my tasks at the bakery.
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When my father raps on my door at 4:00 a.m., I call out weakly, “Papa, I don’t feel well today. I’m sick.”


My father pauses for a moment and then I hear him continue to the kitchen. A short while after, I hear the door open and close, and silence blankets our apartment. Well, now I can add lying to my list of recent sins.


I dress quickly, then go back and lie back down on my bed pulling my quilt up to my ears. My mother gets up and shuffles into the kitchen with her walker to get the breakfast plate with the bagels and cream cheese my father left carefully draped with a tea towel. The smell of the strong coffee reaches my room as my mother pours out two cups from the percolator. There is a soft clink as my mother sets the tray onto her walker’s shelf, designed so she can sit down on it if she needs to, and she wheels down the hallway to bring the tray to Babcia. Stuffing down the pang of guilt I force myself to stay in my room and not help despite knowing she is struggling again with numbness in her feet and hands. Once I hear her open the door to Babcia’s room, I silently ease out of bed and am out the apartment door in an instant.


An unexpected bubble of happiness flares in my chest as I realize I have an hour to kill before my nine-thirty appointment in Midtown. This means I can birdwatch this morning and John Foster says mornings are the best time to birdwatch. I’m thankful for this small gift on this day of potential ruin.


Walking through the park, I spot a northern flicker with his long, pointed bill making its way around a dead tree, and a cedar waxwing with his crested top, happy to hear its high-pitched call. Ambling along the path, I spot more ordinary birds—a noisy blue jay and a tufted titmouse—filling my lungs with the fresh and wild air I can breathe.


Making my way past the Pond, which I rarely get to walk by, as it is far off my trek to and from the bakery, I spot one of my most sought-after birds. A wood duck! They are quite common in Central Park, but I’ve never seen one before. Staring with my mouth open, a bit of warmth unfurls in my chest. It is so lovely, its coloring is unbelievable, it looks fake. John Foster describes the duck as looking like a little Chinese man wearing the most wonderfully crafted kimono, and now I see his description is spot on. The duck has white stripes in the most unexpected places, his red beak adds even more color behind the iridescent-emerald coloring of his hood with its special little backward point, that makes it look like he has put a baseball cap on backward like one of those wild American boys. How can Mother Nature create such a striking creature? I don’t ask for much, really. All I need is a duck occasionally. A smile quirks at my lips.


The minutes tick by, and slowly a wave of queasiness replaces my excitement as it dawns on me that the only explanation for finally spotting this special bird is that God or fate or whoever is trying to balance out the pending bad news. Rooted to the ground, I screw my eyes shut, trying to block out the awful thought. I feel a steadying arm wrap around my shoulder and know it is young Ernest once again mysteriously appearing just when I need him most. I turn away from the duck and the bad news it portends. We walk together towards the future I now know unequivocally awaits me. I stare miserably towards Hallett Sanctuary, no longer in the mood to explore.


Sitting in the nicely appointed waiting room, Rebecca, the doctor’s assistant, calls my name and greets me with a friendly, “Hi.”


She doesn’t seem surprised to see me without my mother, which makes me wonder if they too had a mental timeline of when I would show up for an appointment of my own. I can’t muster a smile in return.


Rebecca takes my pulse and temperature, weighs me, and I take a seat on the bed. The noise of the paper rustling beneath me sounds like a scream to my ears. I try to sit perfectly still as I wait for Dr. Liam.


She arrives a few minutes later with a big smile, and I wonder why everyone is acting like this is a perfectly normal visit.


Haltingly, I tell Dr. Liam my suspicions and my symptoms. Her smile slowly disappears as I describe my swollen and painful joints, my clumsiness, and my weakness in my legs and arms. She talks about genetics and the advancements in the medications used to treat MS.


She doesn’t add that all they can do is treat the symptoms because they can’t cure the disease. After all, she knows she doesn’t have to.


She completes her exam, checking my reflexes and eye movements. It feels like a Freaky Friday situation where, somehow, I’ve switched bodies with my mother. My mind wanders to the movie and how funny it was having young Lindsay Lohan stuck in a grown-up mom’s body. Now it doesn’t seem funny at all. I’m just a kid, but I’m going to be stuck in my mother’s failing body. Dr. Liam is speaking, and I try to listen, but I keep seeing Jamie Lee Curtis getting her hair cut short and spiky. Dr. Liam is listing other things my symptoms might be, and then she writes out a prescription and hands it to me.


I quickly hand it back and state emphatically, “I don’t want to start any MS medicine for a while. I just need a bit more time before I do that.”


Dr. Liam pushes the slip of paper back into my hand and explains, “Emma, this isn’t for MS, take these for twenty-one days and then come back to be re-evaluated. Then we can discuss MS medicine. But take these.”


“This isn’t MS medication?”


She shakes her head no. There is no actual test for MS, which I already knew, but Rebecca takes blood work, and I take the script but don’t stop at reception to make the follow-up appointment.


A plan starts to form in my head as I walk back toward Central Park, and it is based on the wish I made last week after my sleepless night. Since I don’t have six years anymore, it only seems fair to squeeze out six months to live before I face my diagnosis. I want to live a life, any life, for just a bit before I disappear into the beige walls of our quiet, lonely apartment and step into my mother’s shoes. Raising my eyes to the sky, I state solemnly, “After six months, I promise I will accept my fate and be the dutiful daughter who will never complain again.”


A thought develops in my consciousness. My parents may be happy about my diagnosis, as it will finally ensure my grandmother won’t throw us out. How could she? She can’t throw us out on the street, leaving her son with two struggling women and no roof over their heads. That would be too cruel to even threaten.


I shake my head to clear such an awful thought as I walk along the main path of the park. My parents would never be happy about my MS. They may determine if it must be, then the one good thing is we are a little more secure in our precarious living situation, but they wouldn’t ever want this for me.


I glance at the pond; the wood duck has disappeared.


I stare at the empty pond, I think, Maybe it is not true, maybe my symptoms are from some other ailment.


Just then, the stunning little beauty paddles out from behind the reeds, and my little bubble of hope bursts. God is giving me this duck to make up for my fate. I want to shake a fist at the sky and scream, “This is not a fair trade, God!” but I don’t. I turn away. The wood duck is all the things my world is not and now never will be.


Sitting on my bench, I don’t birdwatch; instead, I sit and wallow in the universe’s unfairness. After a few minutes, I get up, step behind the bench, and ease into the dark woods behind it. Needing more solace than my bench offers, I walk the short distance to the immense oak tree directly behind my special bench. I press both of my palms against the bark and my stress eases. The weight of my ancestral ghosts lifts off my shoulders, the noise of the fear-inducing sermons of the church fades, and the painful memories of my past ease. I inhale and my chest fills with a peace I struggle to capture anywhere else. The diagnosis has altered how I see the world. I can be part of things, there is a way.


Touching the old tree, I ask, “Please Lord, just six months. Please, I want to try to live.”


I continue pressing into the tree and try to conjure up a picture of what living could be. What am I asking for? Something fun and daring, but what is that?


After sneaking back into the apartment, I don’t even have to feign illness. I’m sick and tired of everything. Sitting at dinner that evening, I watch my parents.


“How did you two meet?”


I want to know their love story, as maybe it will show me the path. Wouldn’t it be lovely to have someone for these next six months to see what it is like—holding hands in the park, kissing and cuddling on the bench, sharing dreams?


“What?” my mother asks in surprise.


I blush when a steamy picture pops into my head. My eyes widen as it dawns on me that I don’t want to be a virgin after these six months.


“Are you still feeling sick, Emma?” she asks pointedly.


I shake my head and stubbornly repeat my question, “How did you two meet?”


This time my father responds, “At church, of course. Why?”


Then my grandmother barks from her room, “Emma, I need my tray cleared and turn on the TV, Wheel of Fortune is starting.”


“Freakin’ church.” I mutter. I’ve been going to church with my parents every Sunday at noon since forever, but I’ve never seen, never mind met, a male under the age of fifty. I’m certain church isn’t the answer to find love anymore, but what is?


That evening, my prayer is one that I repeat over and over like a mantra as I kneel: I want a life.
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Walking to the closet next to our front door to retrieve the large soup pot we store there, I nearly jump out of my skin when I hear a rap on the door. I clutch my chest; I can’t remember the last time an unexpected visitor knocked on our door. My aunt and uncle are our only visitors, and they never knock but just barge in, but we are always expecting them.


I tentatively open the door. Peeking through the crack, my eyes meet bright brown ones. Jake. I drop my gaze, letting my hair fall over my face.


Smiling hesitantly, he says, “Hey, I’ve got a big favor to ask. Can you come over at four today and stay with Veronica? Uh, she’s the girl you met kinda the other day? It will be for a couple of hours. I teach a class over at Columbia and don’t want her to be alone and was hoping . . .” His voice trails off.


I raise my eyes; he looks so sincere and a little unsure. If this were two days ago, my answer would have been an immediate no, but today, even before I think, I respond, “Yes, I can do that.” I like the way his cheeks angle up to his sharp cheekbones. He’s all angles and sharp points.
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