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“She’s what Amy Tan is to Chinese-Americans, Isaac Bashevis Singer to the Jews, Jimmy Breslin to the Irish, Mario Puzo to the Italians, Terry McMillan to African-Americans—she’s Suzanne Strempek Shea, whose novels give us a window into the warmth and humor of Polish-American life….”

—Margaret Carlin, Rocky Mountain News

“[A] unique tale of love and betrayal … The title is derived from a Polish polka tune—‘Hupaj Siupaj Dana’—that always came out sounding like Hoopi Shoopi Donna to Donna Milewski, the narrator who dreams of forming an all-girl polka band….”

—Martha Woodall, Philadelphia Inquirer

“A place where originality reigns even over the most deceptively commonplace of raw material.”

—Amanda Heller, Boston Globe

“[Shea] captures the spirit of an insular Polish-Catholic community and homes in on one unforgettable family…. A sometimes rollicking, sometimes heartbreaking, effective quirky read.”

— Kirkus Reviews

“Donna is a Polish-American Dorothy, whose journey to Oz ends when she also realizes there’s no place like home.”

—Angela Carbone, Sunday Republican (Springfield, MA)

“Shea’s voice, channeled through Donna, is simply a delight…. Sarcastically funny and poetically moving …”

—Bob Batz Jr., Pittsburgh Post-Gazette
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Selling the Lite of Heaven

“With her gift for dialogue and her heroine’s endearing selfdeprecating voice, Shea makes an impressive fiction debut…. Warm, funny, engaging … 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, The Providence Sunday Journal

“The author’s affection for what are clearly her own roots breaks like winter sun through the deadpan gloom, giving the story its undeniable offbeat charm.”

—Amanda Heller, Boston Sunday Globe

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

—Laura Mathews, Glamour

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

—Karen Henry Clark, Milwaukee Journal

“I barreled through this bighearted and precisely drawn story, marveling at the author’s gifts and accompanying myself with the laugh track of my own involuntary guffaws. And the second time I read Selling the Lite of Heaven, I loved it even more. Suzanne Strempek Shea has created a multifacted, unflawed gem!”

—Wally Lamb, author of She’s Come Undone

“A delightful foray ninto the quirks and quibbles of [a] PolishCatholic town … Rich, funny, and gentle … one of those read-inone-sitting novels.”

— Publishers Weekly

“Entertaining, discerning, and witty, Selling the Lite of Heaven is a delicious book crowded with the stuff of living and with the trials and triumphs of humanity.”

—Evalyne Robinson, Daily Press (Newport News, VA)

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

—Sharon Johnson, The Patriot-News (Harrisburg, PA)
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This is for Tommy Shea, my husband and my greatest gift.
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Chapter 1

W inkie Papuga started the whole thing.

He just had to go and say it to me one more time, almost like he was underlining, then he let go of my hand, blew his nose, stepped off the porch, got into his car, rattled over the bridge, unlocked his apartment, took out his teeth, settled onto his daybed, clicked to the “Wheel of Fortune” and went on, I guess, with the rest of all the little actions that would make up the whole entire remainder of his life, not ever once knowing what he had done to mine.

No, he probably never ever gave it a second thought how, right after telling me how my father had been like a brother to him, then correcting how that wasn’t exactly right because he couldn’t really stand any of his brothers—no, he said firmly, Adam Milewski had been more like the kind of brother he wished his real brothers would have been, had they not been such SOBs (that expression meaning nothing against his own loving and dearly departed mother, of course, I had to be sure)—right after that, to change the subject, because if he went on he was going to start crying over how if my father truly had been his brother then he might have had at least one relative who would want to spend time with him in his old age, Winkie Papuga added, without even taking one breath to make it clear that now we were talking about something totally different:

“You ever play the accordion anymore?”

That day, people asked me (like I would have known) did we have them remove my father’s gold teeth because what good were those or any other such valuables going to do him down there? Didn’t we think they had colored his mustache a little too darkly? Who put that hammer and that sausage funnel in there with him? How much was the casket, and somebody took a picture of it, didn’t they? Who was going to get all of his record albums? Did anybody get a chance to say at least a few words to him at the very end—and, if they did, what were they? So there was nothing too strange about Winkie, too, asking me something odd, or something that went way back, many, many years previous to this day, about a subject that had no connection to it at all. And because of that I didn’t need a second to answer him, no, I no longer play the accordion, and I haven’t picked up the thing since the eighth grade. I decided to skip reminding him of the details, how in the space of a couple of months, my world went flying off in a direction you couldn’t find on any map, no matter how big a magnifying glass you held up to it—how I out of nowhere got stuck with a little sister, got run over by a diaper truck, and got a real huge hate for the father I once had loved like nothing or no one else.

Instead of telling Winkie all that, I just said, “The accident. Remember?” To help him recall, I pointed to the right shoulder that, even many years after what happened, still makes cracking noises if I move it a certain way. I brought it to that position just then, pulling my hand up and back like I was going to hitchhike or put my thumb on the low C on the keyboard, and from under the shoulder pad of the blazer that was the only black piece of clothing I was able to come up with in my closet, and that made me look, I thought, like a hostess at a Steak & Brew, came the snap of the noise that always sounds painful to others but never actually hurts me one bit.

Winkie, who, I remember, brought to my house once I got home from the hospital a case of Moxie and a carton of blueand-white-striped paper straws with little bendable elbows, winced and whispered, “Oh, yeah,” and landed his eyes on the spot next to me, where two pitted aluminum screws kept the top hinge of the front storm door in place.

“Too bad,” he said solemnly. “For all them years, your father used to say to me again and again, ‘You know, Winkie, if she keeps on with it, she could …’” He stopped and looked at me right here, well aware that I knew the rest. Everybody in the world—at least everybody in the world around here—knew the rest of that sentence, because when I was a kid, and when my father was feeling in a certain mood, he would say to anybody who would listen to him go on and on, “If she keeps on with it, she could start her own all-girl polka band like the one I saw that time in Chicopee …”

Winkie smiled at me, and, so why not, we finished it together: “the one that makes a killing at weddings.”

Then he laughed, and I found I somehow was able to as well, though not as hard as he was, and I couldn’t help but take the guy around the shoulders and hug him fiercely like I was getting ready for someone to try to pull him away from me. I smelled camphor and Aqua Velva, but mostly what was coming into my head was how his was the height and size and heft of my father. This is how he had felt, way back when we actually did hug, and I would never feel that ever again. So I held on for maybe longer than Winkie was used to, if he was accustomed to any of this sort of thing at all, and he eventually pushed me away. But he did so slowly and kindly, and only so I could clearly hear him say:

“You know, he loved when you made the music.”

I smiled as much as I could and said that I knew, because I did. For nearly eight years straight, from the first grade on, my favorite thing in the world was playing the accordion. Mostly, I must add, my favorite thing was playing it for my father. It was the main way we talked, though no words as you would recognize them ever were used.

I was not one of those kids who had to be screamed at about how much the lessons cost and how the thing is never used and what a waste it was to buy it and it would be better off on the front lawn with a “for sale” sign stuck to it because surely there had to be thousands of kids out there who would jump at the chance to have music lessons. Nobody had to promise me desserts, or a puppy if I practiced one hour a day for a year. Nobody had to make a chart to hang on the refrigerator and paste metallic stars on each of the days I did my scales and went over the next few new bars. I, too, loved when I made the music, and I practiced willingly and without reminder for one hour of each and every day of the week, just after supper was over and everything was put away, from 6:30 to 7:30, dragging an armless chair from the table to the center of the kitchen, unfolding my metal music stand under the plastic glow-in-thedark cross braided to the string of the ceiling light, then lugging the heavy black case from my bedroom closet, pulling on the beautiful, shining instrument, unsnapping the bellows, and playing over and over my father’s many favorite polkas and obereks and mazureks and waltzes, one after another, stopping only to get another book or to flip the page from “You Are Teasing Me, My Darling,” to “Wait for Me, Haniu,” moving my fingers easily along the keys and the buttons with what Mrs. Dranka proudly pointed out to anyone who stopped by The Melody Academy during my weekly lesson was “a rare grace.”

And for each of those hours of each of those days of each those nearly eight years of practicing, my father would sit at the head of the table, a silver rosary crawling through his left hand, a Camel glowing in his right one, smiling half at me and half past me, to (here I’ve always had to imagine because I never got the nerve to ask and he never told me) the place he came from, some world that must have had music like that playing everywhere, old-country versions of “Pretty Maryßka” and “When It’s Evening” and the Polish national anthem flowing out of every house and tree and lake and cloud the whole day long. My father was somewhere else for that one hour with me, and it wasn’t within five thousand miles of that kitchen table. And if I’ve ever known any one thing for certain in my whole entire life, it was that right then, I was making him truly happy.

I heard Winkie say “Too bad you didn’t keep on with it,” and that brought me zooming back through the great space separating that kitchen and this front door, one narrow hallway apart, really, but thousands of miles from that pure time to this day so unbelievable and sad.

“Yeah,” I answered, though I arrived back in the present without any opportunity to give a thought to whether or not I agreed with him. “Too bad.”

Winkie went on, shaking his head and moving his hands together and apart as if he were playing something himself, but he got drowned out suddenly as she cracked that laugh and I could see, over the heads of the circle of admirers that Cioci Urszula and John the Barber were straining to edge their way into, my sister’s hands flying up, fingers spaced and poised as graceful as a figure skater’s, as she sighed loudly, “But that was my father for you!”

The people around her made the “aaaahh” sounds you hear when gifts are opened at a baby shower, like whatever story she just presented was the sweetest thing they’d ever seen. She might as well have just unwrapped the cuddliest, smallest, palest yellow terry cloth lamb, its eyes embroidered on so it held not even the remotest danger of a loose button that could be sucked down a windpipe. Then Millie Banach embraced my sister, and Peter Chmura patted her head, and Joe Miarecki told my sister he’d yet to hear a man go on about a daughter the way her father always had gone on about her.

Winkie Papuga must have seen me watching all that because he poked me a little in the arm, then harder, and harder again, until I finally turned. His eyes searched my face for a second or two, stopping with sadness, I saw, on the familiarity he found in the arc of my eyebrows and at the higher right side of my mouth. And he said to me again, “When you made the music, I never saw nobody so proud.” Then he let go of my hand, blew his nose, and stepped off the porch.

At that point, I must admit, I did not know myself what Winkie had done right there. I had dishes to clear and keys and pocketbooks to locate, doggie bags to wrap, a toilet paper roll to refill, promises to make that, yes, I really would stop by someday, and nosy people to assure that, yes, I knew I eventually would find the right guy, and that, yes, I, too, had seen the sign announcing that the AmVets had started a pitch league for singles and was offering a free mixed drink to each person who registered. Getting everybody out of my house seemed to take about nine years, and in the end I was left alone with the silence and the empty folding chairs and the scattered TV tables and the icebox full of leftovers and the wilting red rose pulled for me from the casket blanket, and I went off to my own teeth and bed and television program, getting dragged into an ominous setup to a tragic true-life rescue story about boys who were playing with gasoline and a barbecue grill, and I did not even attempt to close my eyes until the kids—the actual kids who were the subject of the story—appeared as I was certain they would, in real life, at the end of the program, pointing their bandages into the camera as they warned others not to be as stupid as they had been.

If you want to know exactly, it would be two weeks and one day before Winkie Papuga’s words to me would work their way down to the level where I would hear them in my head, at around four in the morning, coming in so clearly that I would think he somehow had gotten into the house and up the stairs and over to my room and next to my ear. But there was no one there when my eyes popped open, only the dark and the sound of his words running like the Conrail engine that right at the same time was barreling down the tracks laid six feet from my bedroom wall, bound for somewhere that you would not know about unless you were that engineer right now pulling on the horn, telling everybody to get out of your way.

You have a trip to make.

There is somewhere you have to go.

And you are driving.

I gave my notice three and a half hours later, my first and last day back at the factory.

“Donna, Donna, I’m so very sorry—so very sorry.” Mr. Newbury began to chant this sadly the minute he saw me in his doorway. He came forward with his hand extended, and instead of my own I pushed into his palm the folded-up letter I had handwritten on a legal pad back when it still was dark:

I will be leaving my job. This is my two-week notice, but since I have three weeks and three and a half days of vacation coming, this will be my last day.

He looked at it for quite a while, as if reading two sentences would take that much time. So I added, to make sure he understood and, maybe, to make it all that more real for me, “I mean I won’t be working here. Even today. And not ever again.”

Then I took a step, backward, toward the door—a silly thing to do. What was I thinking—that I was such an important part of this place that Mr. Newbury might lunge at me and hold me captive until I changed my mind?

He only said “Donna—” and stopped at the one word, then scratched at his ear and squinted, “—I don’t mean to … it’s not my business … but, sometimes, at times like these, we make decisions …

“I made it,” I interrupted in a small voice, trying to be polite, trying to look at his vacation-tanned raisin of a face more than I was looking at his shiny brown shoes, all perfect as you would see in a store window, except for the fraying end of one lace. “Mr. Newbury. I’ve made the decision. … Thank you, you’ve been very good to me all these years. Do I need to sign anything?”

He stared at me thoughtfully for a couple of seconds, and whatever he saw must have convinced him I truly wanted out. He left the room to bring back a form that called for too much information, and, sighing a little, he told me to write only my name where he’d made the letter X. He assured me he would have the rest of it typed out later on by somebody, so I needn’t worry about having to come back. A copy, and my remaining paychecks, would be mailed to my home. Obviously, Mr. Newbury said, I felt I had to leave, that my mind was set, and he wouldn’t keep me from whatever it was I was going to do. But, he said, I should know there always would be a place for me, as there had been for, what was it? (here he counted on his fingers) sixteen years already?—a span of time during which, it now occurred to me, if you had been born at the beginning, you now would be nearly old enough to drive and nearly of legal age to do all sorts of things across the entire country.

After making that generous offer, Mr. Newbury left a lengthy space in the conversation, and most likely here he was creating an opportunity for me to confide in him, to fill him in about the plans that were making me quit so abruptly—as if I could actually tell people at all right now, and as if when they heard, they wouldn’t think I really had gone off the deep end. But, you know, I wouldn’t blame them for thinking that way, even though to me it makes perfect sense that when you love somebody too much, even though to simply look at the two of you in the many recent years nobody would have guessed that, and you lose him forever in an instant right out of the clear blue sky without your getting a chance to set things straight with him, you go and decide to quit your job and tell everyone you’re going to try something different, something you’d always wanted to do, something that might have made that one person happy if you had done it when he was around to see. You say to everyone that now you see how short and how unpredictable life is, and that now is the time for that change.

Usually in such cases, according to what I read in the paper, distraught people will say something like that and then, instead of opening the soft-serve ice cream stand they’d been talking about, or spending more time with their kids, the next thing they do is go off and kill themselves. In my case, I certainly was distraught, and I certainly was going to do something different. But I skipped right over the part where I was supposed to have gone off and hung myself in the sand pit behind the fire station. I had no choice. I could not be dead and still be the leader of an all-girl polka band.


Chapter 2

It was only because she had landed far ahead of me, clear across the street, her body draped almost neatly over the rounded top of the Kajkas’ proudly hand-clipped golden privets like a cleaning rag you might have stretched out there to dry in the sun, that everybody figured Betty had been trying to save my life.

They had no choice but to suppose. We victims were of no help with providing an explanation, and the guy who had done all this to us knew nothing more than that he had the sun in his eyes. Plus, our town was small, and that was way back, in 1973, so there were no big, modern, expensive investigative teams to be called in, no regional accident specialists to be consulted, no computerized gizmos to roll out of some van that might be called an Emergency Mobile Incident Scene Unit to photograph and measure and walk back and forth in front of the place where the path from the river met up with Norbell Street, at the site of the exact spot where I pounded out of the trees frightened and sniffling, my accordion wheezing and flopping against me with every step, Betty screaming on my heels, and I almost went right into the street, only I spotted the truck from the Healthy Delivery Diaper Service flying down the hill so awfully fast, swerving even, sounding its normally joyful tooting horn in what suddenly was a threatening blast, the coronated plastic baby mascot stuck to the roof frozen in fear, the guy in the driver’s seat bouncing and shouting something and waving and looking terrified, and I stopped so sharply at the curb that my only copy of the sheet music for “The Sweet, Sweet Bobby Polka” fell from my hand and blew into the road, and I heard Betty yell something as she threw herself toward the paper just as the truck came into the corner of my eye and got bigger and bigger until, just as I tried with all I had to grab for the end of her sweater and swing her out of the way, there is nothing more to remember, until that first sound of Mrs. Frydryk reciting the Zdrowaß Marya, and the feeling of somebody lifting my accordion off my face, and the first thing I saw being the blurry diaper man leaning over me in his pink-and-blue coveralls, folding his hands and mumbling to me how “They’re gonna kill me. I just know it—and I didn’t see anything. Really … it was the truck!” and the second thing I saw, my father, racing down the hill at me and screaming “Monkey!” in a horrified tone of voice I’d never before heard from him, but running straight past me and over to that old doll that lay flopped on top of the row of bushes.

You could say the flashing lights, and the screaming people, and the prayer words recited around sobs, and the man shooting photos I tried to cover myself from but found I couldn’t move my arms, and the instant my father used my pet name on somebody else couldn’t have been a more literal way to say to me that the fine and dear life you had been blessed with is over and done with, good-bye, amen. But I would have to say it only comes close. The real, true moment for all that (though even if you were there and observed it, you would not have been able to tell this at the time) came on a still late summer night six months earlier. The night I found out I was getting a sister.

I had made it happily and just fine for fourteen years without one, mostly because for me it was honest and true what they say about not really missing what you never have known, and because it was as if I had two sisters anyway, in Carolyn Lyszko and Theresa Zych, two very different girls from two very different houses on my street with whom I did most of the things I imagined I would have done with them had we all come from the same set of parents.

Carolyn’s home was only four to the left of mine as you went out my front door. Hanging over the steep corner of River and Pulaski, it was a tiny, white, shuttered and awninged Cape that gave up to Lyszko & Son Vegetables and Fruits what most people would have used as their front room. In the shoebox spaces upstairs, the parents, Raymond and Jennie, raised Carolyn and her sister Marilyn (though born three and a half years apart, they had been given the twin names their mother had held in her head since childhood) and their brother, Ray Jr., feeding them the finest selections from the two back shelves marked “Less Than Perfect, But Perfectly Good!” But there had to have been some kind of beneficial vitamins and nutrients left in all those shriveling tangelos and rusting icebergs and bendable potatoes because the Lyszko kids turned out to be absolutely breathtaking, lean and strong with flawless skin, intense blue eyes, and golden-blond hair that seemed lit from within. People from milk commercials. The amazing thing was, they did not realize their good fortune and acted like they had nothing over the rest of us people who simply looked normal, or worse.

Theresa, on the other hand, was nothing much to behold, but she thought just the opposite—and often put those thoughts into words. She was what my mother would call brash, and, my mother added, that attitude came from Theresa’s having no real mother figure, no one to teach her to be ladylike. “If her father ever got the nerve to marry again, she would have turned out a different girl—I just know it right here,” she would tell me, pounding at the place on her chest where you would draw the heart.

I know it had been talked about around town how Mitchell Zych once had his sights set on somebody, but he never seemed to have done anything about it other than phone “Freddie Brozek’s Polka Explosion” the first Sunday of each month and request that “Lass With Lips Like Red Berries” be sent out to “someone special, I hope she knows who she is.” Maybe if he had done a little more, like make sure that she indeed knew who she was and that, if she did, that she knew who he was, there might have been someone like a mother there—at least another female to do and say and explain the things a girl needs as her life goes along. But there was no female on the farm that was behind the polka park that was across the street from my house—no human female, that is—only the holsteins and the chickens and the couple of Nubian goats and Theresa’s father and Theresa’s brothers, Teddy and Winston, the first named for her father’s father and the second named for her mother’s bad habit. Neither could remember anything about the grandfather, but both boys four and five when she left, long could see in their minds, exact as a photograph, the snake of cigarette smoke that followed their mother everywhere, including out the door as she bumped her huge leather suitcase down the front porch stairs that one last time, saying sorry, she tried, she really did, but this just was not the life for her.

Theresa was an infant baby when all that happened, one so small that you could have left her lying on the floor all day and she would have been right there in the same exact spot once you decided to come on back. Theresa herself had no recollection of her mother, but, if she had wanted to, she could have seen her every time she looked in the mirror—her same good amounts of coarse black hair overtaking the same small round face cut this same way by the same long straight nose and that same way by the same slitty green eyes and the same pair of thin lips. Had she sought professional help for all those feelings she stuffed away about Mrs. Zych’s taking off like that, Theresa could have sent some psychotherapist around the world, first-class. But, as far as I knew, they never came out, not even to the cows. And somewhere in her head she turned the whole situation into one big yardstick she set next to everyone who was her age. “So you needed two parents? Just look how well I’m doing with only one.”

The three of us got along great most days, spending our spare hours in the silly play that filled so much of the first fourteen years of my life, a string of thousands of days that were so far from any trouble or worry or concern I shouldn’t even have taken the time to learn how to spell those words.

We tied the goats to our wagons and led them on parades down the street. We held fingernail-growing races, and, as we saw on a TV commercial, we soaked our cuticles in Palmolive Dishwashing Liquid twice a week until my mother began to think she was going crazy with her bottle emptying so fast. We hid in the mountain laurel along the riverbank, having just escaped from the orphanage and the dogs sent looking for us. We picked rocks and, certain they held gold, hammered the shiniest ones to smithereens on the concrete slab in the backyard that held Babci’s Blessed Virgin Mary statue. When we were still small enough to fit in the space between my parents’ divan and the wall, we met there once a month to pay our nickel dues for membership in the Hedgehog Club we titled for an animal we’d never seen but whose name we loved. We made up codes to be sent by flashlight across a pitch-black field, and alphabets that could be deciphered only when held up to a mirror, upside down. On sleep-overs, we danced in our underwear to the music of Herman’s Hermits. We decorated what we called a hippie room in a corner of Theresa’s basement, hanging up curtains of plastic beads and pictures of Paul Revere and the Raiders, and, when her father wasn’t around, we lit sticks of incense and candles stuck into the neck of a Scope bottle Carolyn picked from the trash basket in her bathroom. We sat there, on the floor, and argued not over war or the establishment, but important stuff like who would get to marry Philip Grybosz and his mile-long eyelashes, and what would be the first, middle, and confirmation names of the boy quadruplets and girl quadruplets he and the one of us who would be his wife would have and raise. We began and ended so many days walking to and from school, even dressed sisterly, alike in our red-and-green-and-white plaid jumpers and our pigtails, which we pronounced “picktails,” ending not just with regular rubber bands but woven with thick white satin ribbons. And we practiced our music together, outdoors, even, once in a while, at the side yard of the Lyszkos’ store, or high on one of Theresa’s fields, or on the beach at the river.

All that began when our parents signed us up for polka music lessons the month we entered first grade in 1964, the very same point in time that Mrs. Dranka’s nephew joined her in business, and, in an attempt to attract enough students to keep the both of them busy, she decided to hold her first lesson sale. The lessons were taken by most kids in our town, which I used to figure had to have more Polish people than probably Poland itself, and where the tiny row of shops on Main Street thrived largely due to the traffic drawn by The Melody Academy, which, other than weird Mr. Lawson’s mildewy basement with its four noisy dehumidifiers whining at high speed, was the only place for miles where you could learn to play music of any kind at all.

It was my mother who spotted the announcement for the lessons, and she was the one who cut it out and paper-clipped it to the wall calendar in the pantry. With a spare seam ripper, she trimmed so neatly around the dramatic photograph of a square-faced woman staring soberly from beneath a beehive hairdo, wearing some dark dress with a high neck and holding an elaborate accordion.

“Music has filled my life with happiness and culture,” read the quote in large type next to the woman’s head. “Let me share that happiness with you or your child. Please visit The Melody Academy’s special registration night.”

Another line gave the address and telephone number, followed by one that told you refreshments would be served, then by a whole column listing the instruments taught throughout owner Sophie Dranka’s twenty-three years in business. There were checkmarks printed next to each one, as if the woman with the hairdo (that had to be Sophie) had gone through the ad herself and had marked, yes, I teach accordion, and, yes, the piano, too. And that’s right—clarinet, flute, and all string instruments.

I really think I might have ended up picking the accordion on its looks alone—simply because of how, instead of an instrument, it could have been a treasure chest that, if you hit the right buttons in the correct order, would click open to reveal the piles of riches that in picture books you always see pirates running their sharp and greedy hooks through. The one Mrs. Dranka had on display on a chair on the night of her open house was blood colored, with silver and gold and mother-of-pearl outlines and accents. The main body was done in some kind of plastic, but it appeared to be more like glass pressed over folds of deep red velvet. You just couldn’t help but touch it, and that’s what my father did, slowly running his hand down the bass buttons and then standing back and folding his arms and continuing to take it all in like it was some famous work of art he’d bought a ticket and stood in line all afternoon to have the chance to admire. I walked past him, to where Carolyn was thinking that the clarinet might be fun, and helpful, too, because she had snakes in the stone wall in her backyard and maybe she could use the thing to call them out so her father could take their heads off with his hoe. Next to her, Theresa was telling her father she wanted a guitar because she always saw at least one in the cowboy movies she loved. Back over at the accordion, my mother was sipping a cup of pink punch and, with her new glasses, was reading a price list for lessons and instruments. Mrs. Dranka had picked up the accordion and was playing “Clock on the Wall” very patiently to a little boy who was poking his finger into the bellows every time they opened. My father, a half smile on his face, slowly closed his eyes. His foot began to tap the floor gently. I watched him and watched him, and then I walked over and tugged at his shirt. “I’ll practice it every day,” I promised him, and, oh, the look he gave me.

“Donna,” is all he said, slowly and incredulously, though, knowing him, I knew he meant much, much more. I knew that I might as well have just informed him he had been named the king of the world.

Babci demanded to pay for my lessons, so I can say truly that she had a lot to do with this. Coming up with the $1.25 every week was her duty, she pointed out, as the grandmother, and, she would add if you gave her the time, it also was her duty as the woman who had raised my father by herself for all but the first eight months of his life in this country, having no choice but to do so alone after her husband came out of the woods that day with that one bad mushroom looking so normal among the others piled there in his basket.

Babci was the one who was left on this earth to see that my father practiced his English and that he kept busy and that he didn’t fall in with the wrong bunch of boys. She was the one who checked his homework even though she had little idea what it was supposed to say. The one who signed him up for the Young Men’s Polish Association’s baseball team, then sat in the stands and French-knotted the borders of eighteen linen napkins while her son sat on the bench his whole first season with the Red and White Sox. The one who registered him for altar boys, then, for the first time in her life, parked herself way, way up in the front of the church, in the first pew actually, and recited who knows how many litanies of thanksgiving for the beloved boy on the other side of the communion rail, the handsome boy, the wonderful boy, the good boy who, in all those years, had to be beaten with the strop only once, when Babci found a nip of vodka shoved into one of his bedroom slippers early on in his first year here in his new country.

That last part shouldn’t give the impression that Babci was mean. Because she was just the opposite. But she was not one to put up with any crap from anybody—especially from someone she had waited so long for and had yearned for so greatly. My father was the end result of twenty-two years of novenas Babci could count making beginning back in Zakopane, at the side of the featherbed in the tiny attic room in her parents’ home, where, for the five months between their marriage and their leaving the country, she and Jasiu silently got to know one another, often with a rooster napping on the headboard. She prayed her novenas on the floor beneath the pitching hammock that she got sick in all the way to America, in the packed train car that took them up to the jobs in western Massachusetts, and on her knees in the mud in front of the Blessed Virgin Mary statue they set in the backyard of their first apartment here on River Street. But each month, then each year, came and went with Babci imploring the help of a different saint by tacking his or her medal to the wall above her pillow, and without any of them being so kind as to send her even the most fragile or hopeless infant—until her forty-first birthday, when Jasiu placed on her dinnerplate the simple onepage letter of reply from his younger brother, and she began to shake so much she had to be given half a juice glass of blackberry brandy, which she emptied in one swig, then told Jasiu to forget about dinner, and she ran upstairs to dig out of the cedar closet all those baby blankets she’d crocheted so long ago. By hand, Babci sewed them together in that one night, the hopping bunnies and the three kites and the sleeping green dog ending up linked large enough to cover the guest room queen-sized bed that soon would cradle the fourteen-year-old boy being sent off to live with the uncle who had offered to adopt any niece or nephew who was available and who would pay for the ticket here and bring the child up with all the advantages Americans have but yet don’t know it.

Bone-thin, tall, silent, bushy-haired, and with a panicked look about him, the boy was shocked and miserable when he arrived, but Babci and Jasiu were understanding—wouldn’t you be at least a little bit off-kilter after being torn from your family and your home? But he eventually changed his tune. Forget democracy, convertibles, supermarkets. Adam Milewski was in heaven over indoor plumbing. And once he learned the words to express gratitude, he always said them to his new parents in triplet: “Thenk you, thenk you, thenk you,” his appreciation being that great for every little thing.

Babci called my father Adam, pronouncing it “Oddom,” but more often she called him “son,” and once in a while her childhood name for him: “Dar.” She would say that softly, with the r running on like there was a whole long chorus line of them. The word means gift.

He called her Matka, the same exact thing he must have called his original mother, and I wondered, when it first occurred to me, was that strange for him? When he wanted to make her laugh, he called Babci “piࡊkna,” which means beautiful. But he wasn’t kidding. For as long as I knew her, Babci was something to see, both looks-wise and inside, too, with an oblong face that without any help from any cosmetics had cheeks shaded that same mauve everybody these days is decorating their bedrooms in. Her hair was long and white, but I never saw it loose during the day, just always wound in a neat circle of braids at the back of her head, tight and fixed in the shape of a pillbox hat. She was maybe five feet tall, and her body was the kind of round that made the belt on any of her outfits just an accent that lay on top of the fabric, not something that actually functioned to pull a garment in and around a waist, as she had none to define. She wore a long-line bra, a twenty-four-hour girdle, a garter belt, hoisery, clunky black high heels, and a colorful floral dress every single day, and every single day affixed a religious pin to her collar—a gold Virgin Mary medal set into a rosebud, a silver cross encircled by fake diamonds, a mother-of-pearl dove of peace, or the one her mother gave to her the day Jasiu decided to quit the salt mine and announced he was taking his nineteen-yearold bride to America—the small image of poor burned and battered Our Lady of Czestochowa, painted on an oval of wood. When things began to get really confusing for me, Babci gave me that one, laying her hand on my shoulder and saying I should remember my faith. But at that point, I didn’t have it in me to remember to take the thing off my shirt before throwing it in the laundry the night of the day she pinned it to me. Years later, I still have in my jewelry box the rusted piece of metal that was the finding, and the cracked lump of wood on which you can still make out the painting of a knowing eye, a holy cheek, and the deep scar across it.

Every morning that the weather was favorable, Babci walked down the street into the center of town to pick up the things she might need, hauling behind her the wheeled, wire cart that would hold the sack of flour and the jar of cloves from Tenczar’s Superette, the box of flesh-toned stockings from Wojcik’s, the lamb chops and the kiszka blood sausage and the greasy pound of lard from the butcher shop, and the package of rock candy from Lis’s Corner Spa. She moved along quickly and happily, usually humming some church song, nodding hello to everybody she passed, saying a prayer in her head whenever she saw someone she thought could use one, spreading her general good nature around her as she walked, like you’re supposed to when you distribute grass seed onto new loam, in a wide, sweeping circle as you move along, making sure not to miss even the smallest spot. And if you did happen to skip over one part, well you tried your best, and what more ever could be asked of you?

Huntley and Brinkley and their dark theme song would tell her different every night at 7 P.M., but the America that Babci knew was not going to hell in a handbasket. Sure, you might see some kids hanging around the common who could use a haircut and a kick in the pants to get a job, and once in a while there went that big van with the rainbow striping in which that young couple and their barking dogs lived parked deep in the woods beynd the Kokoszkas’ smokehouse, but take away the modern automobiles at the curb and that row of men’s magazines in the brown paper sleeves behind the drugstore cash register, and, to Babci, the town would look just about the same as it had when she got here in the tough time that was 1931. It looked even better, she was proud to point out, when you approached her home, the beige duplex at 74 River Street that she and Jasiu initially rented the left half of from the manager at St. Stan’s, then took over as landlords when he moved to New Britain three years later, then bought in late 1949, when the guy’s widow was looking to unload the place, never having liked it anyway, with all those trains running so close to the house the men in the coal car could see you in the bathtub if you didn’t remember to pull the shade.

Adam scraped and painted the house every few summers, and regularly fed and trimmed and otherwise tended to the shrubbery and trees and flowers that Babci and Jasiu, then Babci and Jasiu and Adam, then Babci and Adam alone, had planted, one every other weekend each summer, now mature and full and lush and throwing forth more blossoms that you’d ever have enough vases for. Babci herself still maintained a small garden next to the tracks, but a while back had cut her vegetable plants down to only Big Boy tomatoes and an early bed of carrots and radishes, relying instead on going down to the Lyszkos’, or on Mr. Grzywna to roll the rest to her door every summer Tuesday and Thursday morning in his rattling pickup that moved down the street about two miles an hour while he stuck his head out the window and yelled what he had to offer: potatoes, tomatoes, broccoliiii. She would flag him down with a little wave, make her selections, pay with the change from her apron pocket, then do her household chores and bake a rye bread all before the rest of us even got started on our day. She broke only to head downstreet and, later, to kneel for the Angelus at noon and to have tea and a little sandwich of some sort before spending all afternoon on our supper—starting the soup, slicing the vegetables, mixing or roasting or basting the main course, icing the dessert, everything—the works—made up from scratch and passed through the little doorway my father had cut between her pantry and ours. All of it would come together while “The Edge of Night” and the other of her programs blared from the living room so loudly that my mother needed only to keep the picture lit on her set on the other side of the wall on the other side of the house from which Babci had kicked out the Ratusz brothers in 1956 so the newly weds could live inexpensively and so Adam could live only a few feet away, where Babci could keep an eye on him and his new wife, who seemed like a nice enough girl, except her parents hadn’t had the decency to pass their language on to her. Babci would have to use English with Helen, something she hated to have to do in her own home. But, for Adam, she would. After all, things like that were a mother’s duty.

My own mother’s duty was to be my mother, my father’s wife, and to sew things. And back when she had only my father and me to worry about, she was really very good at all three.

She would be seated at her black iron Singer Stitchmaster by the time I left for school every day, wearing a pink smock that she’d given many pockets for her measuring tape and notepad and chalk and thimbles, and, in a much more productive version of infant Theresa at the time her mother split, my mother could be found in the exact same spot when I returned at the end of the school day, but with an entire stack of completed work ready to show off to us. She many times simply made repairs at people’s armpits or crotches, but a lot of her work was to start from nothing to make a whole dress or even a lined and detailed winter coat out of the material and the pattern someone had picked out for their special outfit for their special day—for their Sweet Sixteen party or for their shower or for their wedding or for their anniversary, or for their being photographed by the newspaper, as Mrs. Siok was, for a front-page story on how she and her husband, who ran the bank, went and named their first baby Penny.

Ours was not a fancy town, but there were enough people around who were aware of my mother’s talent and who would want her to sew them something. Even curtains and tablecloths sometimes, and once a nineteen-piece trousseau complete with silk underthings and little pouches in which to store them when you didn’t have them on or when they weren’t in the hamper, and another time, a gold-and-green satin blanket for somebody’s showhorse, and once, just once, a red-whiteand-blue banner, long enough to stretch across the front of a house, on which she had been paid to stitch foot-tall letters that spelled out “Welcome Back You Old Coot.”

My mother sewed every single piece of clothing I ever wore as a kid, from the baby ones on up, from the underwear on out, and my mother’s only regret about sending me to school at Sts. Peter and Paul was my having to wear the same old plaid jumper, white blouse, red bow tie, green knee socks, black shoes, red blazer, and red beanie every single day, rather than getting to select from all the wonderful school clothes she would have loved to have made for me. She compensated for that loss by sewing the most fashionable and extensive afterschool wardrobe ever seen or worn, most of it made from the remnants of fabric she was allowed to keep from most of her jobs.

I played in the sandbox in suspendered shorts of blue cotton printed with small yellow shovels and starfish, underneath, a blue T-shirt with sleeves edged in the same shovel design. I climbed trees in denim coveralls, the knees of which she’d appliquéd with apes swinging from branch to branch, and a fat bunch of bananas bright yellow on the front. For my time working in the garden, she whipped together in one hour a floppy white canvas hat and hand-painted alternating rabbits and lettuces along the brim. When I helped Babci in the kitchen, I had a huge chef’s hat and apron hanging and waiting for me in the broom closet. For the day my father showed me how to ride a two-wheeler, there were little knickers and a neckerchief, in fluorescent orange for safety’s sake. If I went to work with him in the garage, on went the gray jumpsuit and matching service station cap, my name stitched in red script on each. There even was an outfit for studying—khaki culottes that allowed for curling up on the couch, and a matching khaki vest with a row of pockets and slots that held pencils and a tiny notebook and a large rectangle of pink eraser. The blouse to go with it was white and, with indelible ink and high hopes, she had rubber-stamped it all over with red, yellow, and blue A-plusses.

When I entered first grade, my mother became the official costumer for all plays and Name Day celebrations and holiday productions held there. She cranked out dozens of sets of angel wings for Christmas and Easter productions, bending a closetful of wire hangers as their bones, and, thanks to her, the Three Kings, if they wished, could have six changes of wardrobe during Midnight Mass. She stitched peaked caps from starched white cotton and, down in the cellar, formed clogshaped papier-mâchࡊ shoe covers for the “I’m a Little Dutch Girl” number in one United Nations Day pageant. For three straight days just before my fourth-grade spring festival, she tied together grass skirts from old bamboo porch shades and turned our TV screen to static as she sewed eighteen identical aloha shirts of fabric on which happy people waved as they surfed past erupting volcanoes and buttons shaped like ukeleles. When the nuns decided to illustrate the story of Father Kulpa’s Fiftieth Name Day celebration, my mother made a Statue of Liberty outfit from the old celadon curtains that once hung in the living room and that she’d kept out of the boxes of clothes and things we sent to Poland twice a year, just knowing they would come in handy one day. To illustrate the pastor’s arrival here as a little boy, six or seven of us, dressed in drab immigrant clothes my mother had detailed with neat patches and hemmed rips, piled into a cardboard steamship and shuffled it past the drapery landmark, while Tony Besko, credited in the program as “Beloved Father, age five,” repeated annoyingly, “Już jesteßmy tam? (“Are we there yet?”)

I won every Halloween contest I ever entered, and, dressed as Cleopatra the Queen of the Nile complete with paper barge and rubber asp, or as a rainbow trout, a tossed salad, or the Leaning Tower of Pisa, I politely collected savings bonds, bowling passes, unabridged dictionaries, fish and chips vouchers, a pickle jar full of pennies, numerous sporting goods, and, when I was seven, the great honor of flipping the switch on Jesus’ electric halo at the nativity scene on the town common.

My mother forever was running a tape measure from my shoulder to my wrist, or holding different colors of fabric against my face and hair, or having me turn and turn while she watched the way a skirt would hang and flow at this new length. I did not need a Barbie doll—I was one myself, minus the comic-book shape and the trademark embossed on the behind. I was played with as much, if not more, and I ate up the attention like it was something I needed to survive, not knowing then how much, for me at least, that was exactly the case.

My mother’s mother had taught her how to sew, and she did that mostly by ripping apart anything my mother made some progress on and telling her to do it over correctly in the small overheated corner bedroom in which I slept the couple times a year we would get over to Worcester. My mother’s parents, a complete and living set of a Babci and a Dziadziu, were pleasant to me but were usually too busy to come out to visit us, as they had all they could do to keep up with the demand for the draperies they made for a living on huge tables in their basement, wearing pincushions held to their wrists by elastic and listening to Bob Steele on talk radio out of Hartford.

They employed my Uncle Joe, who grinned a lot more than he ever talked, and his quiet well-postured wife, Urszula, who wore a tailored skirt and blazer even when installing on a ladder, and they got a lot of work out of my Uncle Abie, who was great with hems and who was full of energy and who lived at home so he really had no excuse not to be downstairs most of his waking hours. Another nice guy, Walter somebody, who was not a relative, drove the delivery van, for some reason called me Speed, and always shared his glass jar of unstained pistachio nuts with me when we did visit.

My mother sewed for the business while she was growing up, but believed she wouldn’t be in it forever. She held the dream of becoming a big-time fashion designer, and that set the course of her life. However, she landed not on Seventh Avenue, working for somebody who by now might have his name on bed sheets and chocolates and deodorant, but on the other side of Wanda Milewski’s bedroom wall, all because her semiformal lawn party ensemble of white dotted-swiss skirt, blouson, vest, beret and handbag was selected by her Clothes Friends 4-H Club as its entry in the 1954 Regional Showcase—the same event at which my father, one building away, was exhibiting an enormous and totally unflawed head of Purple Edge cabbage that appeared to be rolling on its way to at least statewide notoriety.

He was sneaking a cigarette behind the vegetable pavilion the morning he caught sight of my mother for the first time, as she was waiting in a line of well-dressed girls milling at the door to a barn marked by a tacked-up paper sign that read “Homemaking, Ages 14-16,” adjusting her beret in the mirror of an empty but still smelly rendering truck before going in for her turn on the runway. The dark and straight hair that ended in a soft flip, the angled stick of Avon Be My Valentine Red she nervously touched to her lips a third time, the way she blessed herself when a name was called and it must have been hers because she looked startled and then queasy and then, in a swish of confidence scraped together from somewhere, she disappeared into the building—all this made him catch his breath.

She was so absolutely lovely, you had to see her for yourself to really understand. But to give an idea, he would say, when he talked about that, how my mother appeared to him to be something like those beautiful girls who so joyously jumped around in matching skirts and sweaters at the sidelines of the basketball games. But when the boy who was to be my father would go up to them to express his admiration, they would only sneer. This one, in her white heaven costume, he knew, would never do anything like that. She would never laugh at him or tell him to get lost or call him a DP or just plain ignore him, and it was true that she did none of those things when she came flying out of the barn, a thin applause trailing her as she snatched off her hat, her eyes down, running to where she didn’t know, just far from those people who had pointed out bluntly and none too quietly that an invisible zipper would have made all the difference—away from them and almost right smack into the tall, thin, gentle-looking boy who stood in the dirt yard holding out to her with both arms the huge vegetable he had just run in and grabbed from the stand with the state judges only two heads away from examining it, their blue ribbon out and ready for hanging from one of its flawless outer leafs, and he was saying to her: “For you. You. The most perfect.”

As it had been since the day after his high school graduation, when dead Jasiu’s good friend Winkie Papuga picked him up just after sunrise for his first shift at Blue Ribbon Meats, my father’s job was to put on a lab coat and a shower cap and stuff kielbasi, firmly packing miles of hog casings from 6 A.M. to 3 P.M., then come home, drink two Budweisers, and head straight to more work: in warm weather mowing our lawn and those of at least two old ladies down the street, yanking chickweed and other unwanted things from the garden and mixing whatever he pulled out into the worm pile behind the garage, sliding under the car on a little wheeled contraption he built himself and changing the oil or fooling with something in the engine that you couldn’t reach simply by lifting the hood, planting a morning glory at each utility pole on the street at night so nobody would know he was the one who’d put it there, repairing the porch railing so it didn’t wobble when you sat on it even though you weren’t supposed to, and when he was done with it all, smoking and boasting about the Red Sox over the stone wall to Johnny Frydryk. In the cold weather, he’d shovel for us and the same old ladies he mowed for, he’d fix chair legs or paint the pantry or build shelving in the cellar for all the things Babci had canned. He’d read library books about home projects, then build me a rocking horse or a sandbox or a set of flat wooden ducks—a mother and three babies, all set on four-inch spikes that he stuck into the backyard when the ground thawed—or he’d craft for my mother a small red wooden Ferris wheel to give to her on Valentine’s Day, each seat the exact size for an expensivelooking imported bonbon or sachet to sit. All year round, whenever he had the chance, he’d play his polka records, mostly 78s as thick as dinnerplates and cared for as gently as Babci kept her one precious set of china.

From far across the room, I knew the artists by their record labels: the blue Karo, the red Mercury, the maroon Dana and Stella. Okeh was orange, Columbia could be red or green. The black RCA Victor had the picture of the dog. Most had belonged to dead Jasiu and dated from the early thirties, back when Chicopee turned out not only Uniroyal tires but big-time polka musicians like Jan Robak, and Al “Cocoa” Czelusniak and his Gaytime Orchestra.

Gene Wisniewski and his Harmony Bells, Chet Dragon, Joe Lazarz, Pete Anop, Johnny Menko, Wesoly Bolek, and Bob Szymanski. Peter Uryga and his Motor City Orchestra, Walt Solek, the Malach Brothers, Spike Haskell and the Jolly Millers, Six Fat Dutchmen, Frankie Yankovic and the Yanks. Eddie Siwicki and his Golden Bells Orchestra, Chet Ososki and his Blue Diamond Orchestra. Stan Wolowic and the Polka Chips, Ed “Wimpy” Swierad and his Aristocrats, and “King of the Polkas” Brunon Kryger and his International Orchestra. They all lived in our home.

Many of these people he’d actually seen in person, some of them back when nobody but their mothers knew their names, playing in somebody’s garage or cellar or barn. My father’s collection of music and signatures was so great and so legendary that local polka dj’s often asked my father to appear on their shows and share his knowledge about the artists he collected, something he found quite funny.

“They always say, ‘Come and tell us about some of these men,’” he’d boast. “I say, ‘The only thing I can tell you is some of them are dead.’”

In our home, my father was his own disc jockey. He’d shout into the kitchen that Victor Zembruski’s “Wiejska Dziewczyna”—the one about the pretty country girl—was being played just for my mother, even though she had grown up in the city. Frank Wojnarowski’s “Jedzie Boat” was my Babci’s favorite and usually began the night’s music. Anything by the great accordionists—Lou Prohut of Lou Prohut and the Polka Rounders, Whitey Bernard of Whitey Bernard and his Three Kings Orchestra, Stas of Stas and the Connecticut Twins, Frankie Gubala and his Polka Fun Boys—was dedicated to me.

We’d sing, we’d dance, and when he’d had enough, we’d help my father put each of the records back into their sleeves, back into the case he’d organized alphabetically, from the “Alycja, My Love” oberek to the old “życie Jest Trudne” waltz that detailed, in three-quarter time, the truth I had yet to learn back when the words were simply something to sing mindlessly as you washed the supper dishes: “Life Is Hard.”

Each of the records was buffed carefully with an old diaper before and after its ride on the turntable, and my father never used the phonograph arm that would have allowed for multiple numbers to be played but that could have harmed the precious discs that put him in the best of moods. But then, at that time he normally had only good moods to begin with—another thing that made everybody crazy about him. You couldn’t help but be. For starters, many people said he looked something like the adorable Cookie on “77 Sunset Strip”—shiny brown hair dense and rippled, and he used Vaseline to keep it up and back off the thin, heart-shaped face that, like the rest of his six feet and two inches, wore not an ounce of extra fat. He had that one gold tooth that you could see—the third one over on the top left as you were looking at him—and when he laughed hard enough that his head tilted back, two other ones normally out of view would shine the same metal. His left shoulder was decorated with a small tattoo of a Polish eagle—a white, crowned bird on a shield of red, its wings outspread—but even if he’d had enough muscle on him, he could never make even one feather ruffle on command. The only other physically distinguishing thing about him was a modest mustache—not one of those odd, thin ones from the old movies, and not one that was too bushy or that got in the way of his eating. In the bathroom cabinet he kept a tiny mustache comb that, once I was tall enough to discover it was there, hung on a cup hook behind the Old Spice, I sometimes used on my eyebrows.

But it was not his looks that would make you notice my father, and certainly not anything he said, as he never really said too much to anybody. You only needed to watch what he did. How except for the cigarettes and a very good memory for any occasion on which he had been done wrong, he had no bad habits that I knew of. He did play the numbers once a week, but there was nothing you could say about that because he made his picks with religion in mind, claiming 1 for the one God, 3 for the Holy Trinity, 4 for the four evangelists, 7 for the number of days it took to create the heavens and the earth, 12 for the number of disciples, and 33 for Jesus’ age when they stuck him up on the cross.

And every Sunday morning after the 7 A.M. mass, he would drive Babci and my mother and me over to Jasiu’s grave, bringing along a watering can for the summer flower pot, or a fresh bunch of laurel when it was too cold for things to grow. He always knelt to pray at what he knew was the end of the plot, respectfully never stepping on the area that was exactly over where Jasiu lay. Then, arm in arm, if the weather allowed, he would circle with Babci through the rest of the cemetery, each week nodding attentively for the billionth time to her same stories, about how this one had died from blood poisoning and how this one looked like the pope and how that one really had always loved this one and isn’t it something how they are now only one stone away from each other for eternity—but with his wife between them?

Once he began his working life, my father regularly sent packages to his original family in Poland, cleverly hiding dollar bills in gifts so they wouldn’t be stolen when the officials inspected the boxes. He was pretty confident that whoever would be checking the mail might not think to unscrew the ballpoint pen or fully unfold the right-hand cuff of the old pair of trousers or undo the lamination on the prayer card, but he was absolutely certain his father would do so once he got the package safely inside his house. My own father never would speak of such things, but my mother told me many times how those dollar bills added up after a while, and how my Poland Babci and Dziadziu went shopping with them at the Black Market, a place I imagined to be a version of Lis’s, only painted in drab colors and odd enough in inventory to offer the many things she told me they were able to buy there over the years: oranges and one time a pineapple, plate glass, a set of rubber tires for the hay cart, vitamins, peppermints, Levi’s. It sounded like the only thing the market didn’t carry was plane tickets, because neither Polish Babci and Dziadziu nor any of their eight children ever bought any and came to visit. American Babci bristled whenever I would ask anything about that.

“This is your father’s home now,” she would say so sternly I would think maybe somebody else had sneaked into her skin. “This is his family.”

I was sorry to have gotten her angry, but I was glad about what she had said, that this was the place he was staying, that we officially were his, as I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way—especially on every summer Sunday up through my fourteenth year, when, the minute he heard the first few notes to the tune that Ignacy Ulatowski helped make so famous—the one with the chorus that is spelled “Hupaj Siupaj Dana,” but sounds like “Hoopi Shoopi Donna”—my father would take a break from tending bar across the street at Pulaski Park, the place known to all as the Polka Capitol of New England, and would go to find me down the hill goofing off with the kids and would take me and spin me around the dance floor under the corrugated metal roof on which red letters larger than the tallest man told the world “We Love Our Polka Fans.” Still in his white apron, he would scoop me up, and he would spin us so fast I feared I would go flying off into the coals of the chicken barbecue pit. But my father always held me tightly enough to keep that from happening, and we both went on to loop around the floor, making those whooping noises when we bumped into the couples we knew, singing along, all of us swirling in a sea of dancers and perfume and sweat and Miller High Life, thinking of nothing but the music, shuffling exactly over the cornmealed floor and making sure to end each dance in front of whoever was the day’s bandleader, bowing to him at the end of the song in gratitude for this wonderful music here in this wonderful country.

So considering how good we all had it here, I guess it only made sense that once he had a whole bunch of his own kids, my father’s poor younger brother Czesław, for whom his parents never had been lucky enough to locate another couple of infertile relatives, sooner or later would try to make one of his children as fortunate as his own brother once had been. For one whole year Stryj Czeslaw wrote lots more and lots longer than his usual Easter and Christmas postcards, and every one of these extra notes was filled with one more holy picture and one more hint about how little Elżbieta Józefa, nearly six and the youngest of the half a dozen girls on the farm, probably never would amount to much because of the family’s dire straits. Though I didn’t know what they contained even after my father had read them and had stacked them next to the pile of bills on the shelf above the kitchen sink, I think I counted eight of the letters received over that one summer and up to that one Sunday night—the night of my fourteenth birthday—when, once he probably thought I was long ago in bed, my father, armed with a black-and-white photograph of the grinning, scraggly-haired kid in a frayed rag of a dress, finally found the courage to sit down and talk to my mother.

I was in bed, but I was still awake under the sheet using three pairs of glow-in-the-dark rosaries to light up the first chapter of the Trixie Beiden book Walter had sent me as a gift along with a package of nuts, when through the heating grate that I had come to leave open year-round for its eavesdropping value, I found out something a whole lot more shocking than the mystery that Trixie and her gang were uncovering at the moss-covered mansion.

“But you know … it’s expensive—if it wasn’t, we would have had more kids,” my mother was saying quickly, at a level that was somewhere between talking and whispering, and at a pace that told anyone who really knew her that she was quite nervous.

“A child needs things … and we only make so much money … and it is a lot of responsibility, looking after somebody else’s … We’re lucky to be here, to be living so cheaply … lucky that your aunt wants us here. She could be getting good money for this side of the house—you know?”

“I know. I know,” my father answered. “But she is small yet. We will be able to do this—I will make every effort to do what I can to help you.” He stopped for a few moments and looked at my mother, then he slowly said: “There are some things in this life that must be done, and there can be no escaping them.”

And now, on the floor with my nose to the grate, I watched as he smiled the smile both he and I knew she couldn’t resist, and he brought from his pocket the photograph of the needy little girl who, according to his brother, had only a doll’s left leg to play with, the other body segments having been dismembered and distributed among her five sisters.

My mother put her hand to her face as she examined the blurry image for a long time, and then she finally told my father she would think about it, which, he knew, since this was her way, meant she would come to him later with the answer he wanted to hear. Instantly he dropped to his knees and kissed her wedding band over and over, in between each of his “Thenk you. Thenk you. Thenk yous.”

I looked away from them to the Jesus statue on my night table. He had his hand up in a position that looked like he was saying, “Hey you shouldn’t be doing that,” and he was right. I shouldn’t have been wasting any more time snooping. I should have been thinking of exactly what was happening here, of why I was shuddering suddenly, even though it wouldn’t be cold in the house for another month.

Out the window, across the street, the long strings of yellow bug lights glowed along the edge of the polka pavilion like an electric rosary, one big enough, I was certain, to fit the hands of God. They had been plugged in back when it started to get dark, back when you still could count the rows of cars stretching from the street and across the ballfield to the bandstand, back when you still could make out the couples bobbing on the dance floor and waving their hankies high above their heads, back when my father had just returned from the park, had taken a bath, and still was honing into the medicine cabinet mirror his pitch about the girl, back when my only concern about the future was how often I would be allowed to wear the Muguet du Bois that Mr. and Mrs. Lyszko had Carolyn bring over to me along with a note reading “Happy Birthday to a girl with a lot of sense, but no scents!”

Now I sniffed at the lilies of the valley blooming a little too wildly on my wrist, and I leaned against the low windowsill two stories above the street and wondered what it would all be like, to have this girl as a sister. To have a sister at all—something that seldom had crossed my mind, popping up only at odd times like once in a while when Mr. Zych would sound the bell next to the back door of the farmhouse, and Theresa would have to run home and leave whatever it was we had been busy and having fun with, and I would feel a sadness as I wanted her to stay—maybe not forever, but for a few more hours at least. Now I was going to know that, how it would be to have someone here all the time and for years even, someone who would never have to go home for supper, who would stand next to me as we washed our hands at the kitchen sink, who would follow my lead as we brought the serving plates to the table, who would become another link in the perfect circle of four that every night held hands and asked God’s blessing over this food and this family. My mind flew: Where were they going to keep her? What was she going to wear? What would she do every day? What would we do together? I was spinning with all I now knew, though I wasn’t yet supposed to know a thing.
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