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“Suzanne Strempek Shea has a distinctive voice—comic, bittersweet, a bit old-fashioned—and a distinctive sense of place….In her novels Shea has quietly created a quirky American version of English village fiction, wry and closely observed. Though her heroines’ horizons may be narrow, their sorrows and triumphs are no less affecting for being confined to the most prosaic of hopes and the most prosaic of places.”
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HOOPI SHOOPI DONNA

 “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.”

—Denver Rocky Mountain News
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“[A] satisfying tale of dreams realized in peculiar ways…. Shea lovingly renders Lily’s family and friends … with the same affectionate brush strokes she employs to describe her protagonist’s beloved art…. Readers may well count themselves lucky to have gained vicarious admission to her colorful circle.”

—Publishers Weekly

“When Lily Wilk reaches into the red velvet bag, I know I am happily, unmistakably back in Suzanne Strempek Shea country. I love this book and this place.”

—Anthony Bukoski, author of Polonaise

“Engagingly told…. Lily Wilk will probably remind you of someone you know.”

—Times Union (Albany, NY)

“Shea uses her rich palette to create this heartwarming portrait of Lily Wilk…. Filled with impeccable details of small-town life and characters you’d want living in your own neighborhood.”

—Leslie Pietrzyk, author of Pears on a Willow Tree

“Full of energy and sweetness…. A fine, cozy read, the kind that’s best appreciated lying on the lawn in summer or by the fire in winter. It makes you look at what’s close to you with new eyes.”

—Booklist



“A refreshingly heartwarming novel, upbeat and unsentimental … very funny…. Every paragraph is a delight.”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“Told with a freshness and real grace.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A charming and captivating writer … among the best of fiction writers today. Shea’s blend of compassion and tenderness is a natural pleasure to appreciate on the page, and her stories humbly remind us of our own capacity for joy.”

—MetroWest Daily News (Greater Boston area)
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“Deeply satisfying … a bittersweet tale of dreams deferred but not discarded.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“[A] sometimes rollicking, sometimes heartbreaking, effectively quirky read.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A wry, beautifully rendered novel that is touching but never sentimental, a generous-spirited story of the terrible fragility and ultimate redemption of family love.”

—New York Newsday

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

—Sunday Republican (Springfield, MA)

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

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 
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“Wonderful … I can’t imagine a single reader who will be disappointed…. Selling the Lite of Heaven is a charmer.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“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.”

—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.”

—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.”

—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.”

—Milwaukee Journal

“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.”

—Daily Press (Newport News, VA)

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

—The Patriot-News (Harrisburg, PA)
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This is for my first art teacher, my mother, Julia (Milewski) Strempek.

And for those in whose classrooms and studios I learned more about how to see: The Rev. Charles Jan DiMascola, Scott Campbell, Tom Hawkins, David Hawkins, John Eide, and the late Allan Gardiner.
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While writing this book, I was fortunate enough to spend time in the company of writers and artists who make full use of the creativity with which they were blessed. I thank Tommy Shea, Elinor Lipman, Tanya Barrientos, Susan Tilton Pecora and The Saw Doctors for fueling me with their joyously wrought words, pictures and music.

I also am grateful for the help from my agent, John Talbot; my editor, Greer Kessel Hendricks; Pocket Books; St. Therese; and my readers.
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The night of the day I turned ten, we all got to go out to supper at a place that printed a quarter page of half-off coupons every other month in the weekly paper and invited kids to step on this big carnival scale before they ate, then again after they were done, and the only thing their parents would be charged was one dollar if any amount of weight gain over a pound was registered.

Once I finished what I could of the Southern fried chicken, the French fries, cole slaw and decorative sprig of parsley, and after I blew out the white twig of a candle jabbed into the thick-skinned Boston cream pie slice, the waitress held out a red velvet grab bag brought out only for special occasions like mine.

I stuck my right hand in and felt my way around the obvious: the butterfly net, the hairbrush, the alleys in their net sack, some kind of floppy stuffed animal staring through the dark with bulging glass eyes. I considered the plastic hammer, the rolled-up paper kite, the doll’s rough yarn braids, and what was either a magnifying glass or a hand mirror. I spent a whole lot more time rifling through that bag than I think anybody expected me to. But that was because nothing in there really caught my great interest.

Until I came to the box.

Slowly, I ran my fingers along its edges and determined that it was not very large. When I gave it a shake, I found it to be not that heavy. But it was a box, and boxes hold the promise of containing many pieces that might connect together to make one big fantastic surprise. Greedy, I pushed aside the coiled-up Chinese jump rope, got tangled in the strap of the tiny binoculars, scraped a knuckle on the lucky horseshoe, then pulled out the unknown.

On the way home I studied the parchment-colored carton in the quick few seconds of light spared by each streetlamp we passed under. I placed my right hand over the delicate one that was sketched to decorate the lid, and I mimicked those fingers that so gracefully held a pencil over a sheet of paper blank except for all your imaginings. I was the first one out of the car, the first one at the door, and the first one inside the house. I ran straight to the kitchen table, yanked on the light string, pulled the cover off the box, and examined the contents: a black fat-leaded pencil already sharpened to a perfect point, a cold and golden metal sharpener for when it wore down, a rectangle of pink rubber eraser, a slim pad of smooth newsprint, and a small white sheet of paper with the title “Instructions.”

“Take the pencil in hand,” the first sentence told me, “and draw a line.”

I took the pencil in hand. I drew a line.

“Draw a circle.”

I drew a circle.

“Draw a square.”

I drew a square.

“Have you completed all these commands correctly?” the page asked, and it offered a picture of each thing, just in case I needed a reminder of what they were supposed to look like.

I studied my line. I studied my circle. I studied my square. All appeared to me to be as good as what I saw printed next to the directions, though maybe not as sharp and bold and exact—but I hadn’t used a ruler or a compass or anything, so what would you expect?

“Are they just as they appear in the illustrations?”

I checked again. I had done what I was supposed to.

“Then we wish you sincere congratulations!” the words told me. “Now you are an artist.”

And from that day, that hour, that minute, that second, with the kitchen light swinging overhead and me still standing at the table in coat and dripping boots, big green mitten forgotten on my left hand, new pencil sharp and ready in my right one, I deep down truly have never thought of myself as anything but.

That is it, the longest and the most detailed version of the reply I give people when they ask me when and why and how I got started in all this. I am out in the world doing my work when the most curious ones stop to peek over my shoulder. They might stare at the placement of my hand, at the wrap of my fingers, at the movements of my brush or my pencil, at what any one of those might be leaving in its wake, while I give them the long or short of it, whatever I feel like relating that particular day. Sometimes our eyes never really meet, and those times, even if you offered me money I couldn’t tell you what these people looked like. I am busy and I have a job to do, and I answer as I continue to make a line or mix a color, my words the soundtrack to the things I am making out of nothing right before their eyes.

I hear them breathing. I feel them inches from me. At some point I realize they are gone—usually right after they say something like how they wish they had some talent. Right after they tell me they couldn’t do what I am doing. And just before there is a chance for me to ask them what is it that they are able to do. I’m not just saying I would—if time allowed, I truly would like to find out. Because everybody can do something. It’s just that most people don’t have that something come right out and tell them what it is, as was the case with me. They might have to fish around a bit. Sometimes it even takes years. Or a whole life.

As for me, life so far has consisted of thirty-nine years. And for twenty-nine of them, I have joined together line and circle and square and have made for you whatever you have wanted. Because I am an artist. That is what the instructions told me. That is the title under the lily of the valley flowers that so fittingly frame the name Lily Wilk on the pale green business cards I hand out from the zippered compartment of my pocketbook. It is what that same card, enlarged fifty percent, tells readers who spot the ad I run every other week in the Pennysaver, inviting all to contact me for their artistic needs. It is what my friends and relations tell everybody I am. It is what I tell myself, silently in my head, when somebody who sees the ad calls to say it doesn’t matter what I paint for them. Just make sure it includes a lighthouse, and that it fits this frame they got on sale, and that the color of whatever I end up with comes as close as possible to matching their wall-to-wall.

I must remind myself of my true occupation when somebody requests a caricature of every kid who’ll be at their own kid’s birthday party, and I spend an eternity of an afternoon fending off a pointy-hatted shrieking mob of sugar-fueled brats who knock into me and steal my pens and throw up on my drawing board. Or when I am asked to fit on one single glass door the neat capital letters that will spell out how this particular place of business is the best, the newest, the oldest, the biggest, the cheapest, the tastiest, the fastest, the one that can make and deliver your custom order within twenty-four hours. Sundays included.

No, my work is not in any museums. And as for galleries, I don’t know if you’d think this counts, but for years I’ve been bringing paintings down to Mrs. Sloat at the post office, and she so kindly displays them prominently A couple times a year, somebody falls in love and buys something like Lis’ Cafe and its glass-brick front all glowing and ready for twin lobster night. Then I bring down another piece to hang in its place, on the nail pounded into the wall above the stamp-licking table, next to the recyclable-paper bin and the clipboard displaying the Ten Most Wanted.

If I am asked, I tell people I’ve exhibited widely But I don’t get into the specifics of how that mostly has been at the occasional amateurish local festival, where I must cautiously stand guard as people slosh their beer and point with greasy fried dough at the small display of the paintings I really want to make, and sometimes manage to pull off in my rare spare time. Local subjects: The egg carton factory billowing steam at first light. The dark huddle of buildings that is Main Street. Men, old and young, hunched playing their cards down at the AmVets. A woman reaching to hang her wash while the wind whips the linens around her like a fancy gown. The smoking remains of the vacant mill the day after the sad juvenile delinquents lit a fire in it to keep warm, and then fell asleep until they heard the sirens. Real things I’ve seen and have felt honored or touched to spot and take in through my eyes, out to my hand, and onto paper the way maybe only I, out of everyone in the entire world, see them. Not all greeting-card pretty, but why do things have to be neat and perfect to earn a place on your wall? Once in a while somebody at one of these festivals agrees with that. And before walking away empty-handed, they’ll go on for a bit how that one over there’s the painting they’d get if they ever found themselves rich enough to blow good money on junk like art.

Unlike my fellow vendors, who do a brisk business in lace hair accessories or wooden garden ornaments painted to look like the rear view of a wide person bending over, I am rarely able to earn back the rent of my twenty-five or fifty-dollar space. My particular take on beauty has not turned out to be what people want from me and has never gone far in paying for my rent, utilities, health insurance, car, food and sundries. What does bring in the money is something with a function, a purpose, a tangible usefulness that justifies the cost. If I’m going to paint, people want me to do so on simple wooden rectangles that will read “Welcome,” “Come Back Soon,” “Keep Out” or “Police Take Notice.” On bone-shaped signs for doghouses that shelter Neptune or Itchy or Gus, or just plain old Dog. On boulders at town lines, where a community’s official seal looks so, well, official. They want “Detroit Debris” scrolled across tailgates. Circa-whatever on the fronts of homes so old that the vintage deserves to be announced to all. Once, and only once, I was asked to tell the story of a couple’s meeting, courtship, engagement and impending marriage, all illustrated on the ten fake nails of the ten lumpy fingers of the one anxious bride-to-be who shook so much the night before the big day that I had to wait until she passed out from her sixth rum and Coke so I could finish the flat left thumb that held the critical scene from the love story: her groom-to-be and his then-soon-to-be-ex signing their divorce papers.

I had a different life envisioned for myself back at age ten, when I grabbed every spare stretch of paper and practiced careful rows and rows of the lines, circles and squares that I saw as the bones of all the landscapes and still lifes and portraits and other masterpieces I surely would go on to create. Fields of them stretching toward the great horizon that was my mysterious destiny, one big rainbow arc of pictures adorned with fancy medals and ribbons, all being admired by people in berets and bow-tied smocks who couldn’t help but swoon and gasp in foreign accents as they walked past my easel, where I, the artist, stood with palette and brush and pencil and golden sharpener, and strung together line and circle and square to make the world as no one before had ever viewed it.

Someday, I for years have told myself silently in my head, I will make something that people everywhere will stand in line for hours just to look at and study and be struck by. Then, satisfied beyond belief, they will travel all the way home in stunned silence, reflecting how they have been changed in some vital way by the sight of a thing made by my own right hand.

I have yet to get around to creating that particular piece, and if I have to give you an excuse, the one I offer is that I, for years, have been busy from morning to night—even if it has been on jobs far from what I really want to do. Whatever you want—that has been my mission ever since I turned ten and Valentine’s Day was approaching and somebody in the Ladies’ Guild complained about the high cost of paper tablecloths with hearts printed on them, as opposed to plain white ones with no such seasonal embellishment. And my mother piped up, “Why don’t you go buy the white ones, and why don’t I have my daughter decorate them for you—she does things like that for me all the time. She’s an artist.” So that’s what I did, and that’s what I am. An artist. Somewhere along the way, though, quotation marks sprouted up on either side of the word.

I always used to say I’m glad not to be as bad off as the many people I know who hate what they do for a living. Like Billy Doyle, who, back when I was his girlfriend and he started his first real job right out of high school, loathed it so much that he asked me to paint on a big dartboard a picture of the frozen-food warehouse where he would be wearing long johns all seasons of the year, struggling to list inventory with a pencil held in a shaking insulated glove. Or like that woman, Helena, down my street, who drives very slowly to and really fast from her day at the mascara wand factory, her sky blue Plymouth Horizon zooming dangerously through the curvy underpass in Cheneyville each weekday afternoon just after three, that homemade voodoo doll of her lecherous shift supervisor swinging wildly from a small noose tied to her rearview mirror. I’m nowhere near as flattened by my work as they were and are, but I have arrived at understanding some of how it feels to be giving so much of your life and time to what you believe you maybe were not put here to do.

Like how I maybe was not put here to stand on an oversized potty chair and dodge the dangling row of fake legs being shown off in the sunny window of the surgical supply store on Main Street in Ludlow. But that was me all this morning, stepping around empty oxygen tanks so I could apply the finishing touches to the words “ANNUAL HALF OFF ALMOST EVERYTHING SALE” I’d painted big and backwards across the inside of the glass, each of the letters being snipped in two by a large, steely pair of scissors. Maybe I was not put here to carefully paint the words “Adam” and “Eve” onto the respective restroom doors down at the Parish Center. But that was me at lunchtime, underlining each name with a branch of fig leaves and, finally, adding accents of tiny and irresistible apples. Maybe I was not put here to apply one final coat of Industrial Red #6 to the fire hydrant down near the French school. But that was me just around supper, all because I once again said yes when Frannie from the highway department called and asked me if I, once again, was interested in taking that on.

“Hey, Picasso!”

Somebody yelled this from a car roaring past. I didn’t look up. Over the years hundreds of comments have been hurled at me from passersby, so I’m used to it. Usually they are alerting me that I missed a spot. Usually I ignore them, just like I did right then.

“Just tell ’em to shove it.”

An older woman in a pale pink windbreaker shouted this from behind me as she raked her front yard with choppy but efficient strokes that left the grass looking like a well-combed head of hair. “They’ll be selling postcards of that plug once you get your big break.”

“Right—sure—that’ll happen someday,” I told her.

I heard only more bits of raking; then the woman yelled back:

“Someday’s today”

I finished my favorite part of the project, the last link on the silver chain that minds the hydrant’s cap once it gets unscrewed in a hurry during a fire. Then I turned to wave away her joke. But when we met eyes, her expression was nothing but totally serious.

I knew maybe four things about this woman: That her first name was Lorraine, which had been written on the badge she used to wear on her blue-and-yellow smock when she worked in the Fotomat booth back when we had one in town. That Chunglo was her last name, the one spelled out in bronze reflective letters on her black plastic mailbox. That she owned all the know-how and equipment to decorate elaborate cakes for your most special occasions. That once a year she was invited to be guest speaker at one of the Brown Bag Lunch meetings out at the old academy in Brimfield, and the following Thursday the paper always ran a couple photos of her demonstrating how you can doll up even the cheapest box mix by squeezing out a gorgeous and edible bouquet of the most exotic frosting flowers.

But there apparently was more to learn about Lorraine Chunglo:

Like that she was a psychic.

She had to be. How else could she have had any idea that this actually was a big someday for me? How, because of a phone call I placed that morning, the next day I would have an appointment at New Directions, where for one full-hour session I would speak in person with the career counselor who, for many years, has run an ad two spaces to the left of mine, just past the one for the dry ice company and right up against the stump-grinding service.

“Together, we will find your true path,” reads the line beneath a drawing of a compass and the digits of the big black phone number I’d finally dialed.

“You’re good,” I said, turning again to compliment Lorraine Chunglo. But she must have gone inside her house.

Probably to laugh at me. Because the someday she had referred to was an entirely different one—this I realized only after I unlocked my back door that late afternoon and heard my answering machine capturing the words “Mary Ziemba calling.”

The voice was continuing: “I’ll spell that for you …”

It had to be a joke, somebody with nothing better to do putting me on. But just in case it wasn’t, I jumped at the phone. Whoever was providing them, I didn’t need the letters. Around my town, Mary Ziemba’s name was as well known as God’s.

She was one real bigshot—the owner of the Grand Z chain of grocery stores that almost exclusively fed our half of the state. You either bought your food there, or you grew your own, or you starved. And it was people’s natural need for food, combined with the lack of any real grocery competitors since the death of Food Basket, that long ago had made Grand Z a household word and Mary Ziemba the richest local woman anybody could think of. Her business story was legend, and shoppers entering each of the eleven Grand Zs were greeted by a wall-sized photo of her as a young, skinny immigrant in a long, dumpy dress, sleeves rolled up to reveal the surprising Popeye forearms with which she, all by herself, long ago pushed around town a cart of her homegrown vegetables.

That town was mine. It was where Mary Ziemba first had settled, it was where she since had lived, and it was where she had retired a few years ago, on top of a pine-treed hill edging the valley that, thanks to her great and unbridled generosity, for ages to come would echo her surname. Everybody around here was born in the hospital’s Ziemba Wing. Everybody borrowed their reading materials from the Ziemba Public Library or its roving bookmobile. Everybody learned to swim in the tepid little lake at Ziemba Park. The most selfless among us were named Ziemba Volunteers of the Year and got fine cash awards and the chance to be first in the buffet line at an annual recognition breakfast. The hungriest among us grew up strong and healthy on free groceries from the Grand Z Food for All program, founded decades before handing out dented canned goods was something rock stars did for photo opportunities. The neediest among us vied for the Ziemba Grants that propelled winners free of charge through four entire years at the colleges of their choice. The most directionless of all of us learned marketable skills in the fancy carpeted Ziemba Pre-Release Center up at the new jail. When we were kids pestering my mother for some money to go downstreet, she’d complain, “Hey—who do you think I am? Mary Ziemba?” And we’d all crack up at the thought of something that would have been so wonderful, but that unfortunately was not true.

And I haven’t even gotten around to the most important fact about Mary Ziemba: She had a thing for art. At least for art made by people that most other people have heard of. I was back in high school when I clipped and saved a newspaper story about her small and cautious but enviable collection of American artists, and it always had thrilled me to know that within only a few miles of my own door hung a Cassatt, a Homer, two works by the first two Wyeths, and, side by side in what the story described as “a reverent alcove,” a Stieglitz and an O’Keeffe.

“Yes?” I managed that much into the telephone. “Hello?”

“Hi, this …”

“Yes, I heard you; I just came in.” I said that every time I picked up on somebody I decided I wanted to talk with after all, but this time it was the truth. To underline that, I added, “I really did.”

“Well then, I’m glad I caught you,” Mary Ziemba said in a voice that, well, actually could have belonged to any regular person. “You know, I wanted to tell you I’ve admired your work for a long time.”

How could I have known that? What had she seen? I lowered myself onto the arm of the wing chair next to the telephone table. “Really?” I asked this too quickly, I knew. “I mean, thank you.”

“No—thank you,” she said firmly, putting the emphasis on me. “I’ve been meaning to speak to you for a while. Now here I am.”

Neither of us said anything for a moment, and both of us could hear the ticking of one big clock somewhere on her end of the line. It was the same sound I figured the Cassatt could hear, and I felt closer to greatness just listening. Then came the big interruption, of that moment, and of my life as it had been rolling along less eventful with each passing year:

“I need you to make me a painting,” Mary Ziemba said to me. “I’d like it to be a watercolor. I need it completed by Christmastime. When there will be an exhibition. You may name the fair price.”

If I had to take all my thoughts right then and line them up in order of how they rushed onto the big movie screen of my brain, I’d have to be honest and say my first was the image of that Grand Z turning into one Grand S with two big lines running down the middle of it. One enormous dollar sign that could dwarf an entire Grand Z store and parking lot put together. Electrified and visible for hundreds of thousands of miles around. People up in Canada would be able to look down and see it. People in Mexico even. Astronauts orbiting. All would remark, in their respective tongues, how truly fantastic it was that I finally was getting the big break that each and every one of us deserves at some point in our individual lives.

The things the money would make possible were the next to flash. There were obvious benefits, the biggest being the overflowing bank account and the many people I regularly owed being flabbergasted that I was paying my bills without having to be sent another one of those pink warning notices. Then came the parade of splurges, led by an entire rainbow set of egg tempera and some of that watercolor paper I recently had read about an order of silent monks in the Berkshires pressing by hand and selling only one month out of the year.

Then arrived the staggering reality, that I could purchase myself something even better than anything I could ever carry off in my hands. And that was time.

Finally. The time to do nothing but draw and paint the things that I alone wanted to draw and paint. Without a single worry as to would they ever sell or was I just wasting my time. The great desire of anybody who correctly or incorrectly calls themselves an artist: to make something just for the pleasure and the challenge and the heartache of the experience. The idea that this could happen to me made me slide from the arm of my chair to the actual seat.

Then everything suddenly blew away like somebody had opened a window in March, and before me I could see the exhibit. My exhibit. My very own personal one. Of this painting, and nothing else. People in their finery, good wine in two colors and real glasses, strange little snacks on crackers being passed around by waiters in tuxedos who offered helpful descriptions of the ingredients that made up what you were about to eat. Everybody from everywhere coming there to view what I had done, all of them saying they had never seen the beat of it. They would stand in line for hours just to look and study and be struck by my painting, and then would travel all the way home in stunned silence, reflecting how they had been changed in some vital way by the sight of a thing made by my own right hand.

There was one last thought before I got sucked back into reality, and there was no avoiding it: the fact that Jack, if he ever got wind of this, would not be amazed at all. For everything he had lacked as a perfect husband for me, nobody I knew ever came close to topping him in the cheerleading department, in his great and unwavering faith in what I could do with my talent.

He was the one who, even back in high school, always thought my time would come. I might have to wait a while, he’d say, but one day, because of what I was able to do, things were going to happen that would send my head spinning.

“You are a treasure,” is how Jack put it, and he ended every card and note to me with those words. Even from the first one when we were fourteen and my acrylic of a single, stark white eggplant beat out his Dali rip-off melting watch for first place in the freshman art show. Even down to the last thing he wrote me five months and four days before Mary Ziemba’s phone call, when I was spending a gorgeous April day painting a seven-foot-long banana split onto the side of Rondeau’s Dairy Bar. While Jack was back in our apartment packing all that belonged to him and Little Ted for his big middle-of-the-day coward-sneak back to the first wife he still loved after four and a half years of supposedly feeling that way about me.

“I am nothing,” he printed neatly and correctly on the back of an oil bill we’d yet to scrounge up the money for and that, just before I finally did go downstreet to pay, I had to coat on the back with white paint just so Hedda behind the counter wouldn’t be able to make out the message. I painted over those three words, just as I painted over the five in the line he added before signing his name: “But you are a treasure.”

Now, it appeared, somebody finally had come to dig me up. And for the first time in the five months and four days since Jack ran off, I not only had a genuine full-sentence thought about him, but it actually had nothing to do with wishing him harm. The night was getting stranger by the minute.

There was no big clock in my house to fill up the background as Mary Ziemba awaited my reply. In my home now, there is only me. And, until I put on the radio or TV or I have somebody visit or I make some kind of clatter myself, there is only silence. But right then, faint but getting stronger by the second, came the slow and steady sound of something big and important steaming my way.

When you’ve never heard the sound of something, you can imagine that it’s anything you want it to be. And that’s what I did right there—I thought I knew that this was the sound of what was going to happen—that with this one painting I was going to make my mark. That I finally would be doing for a living what I was supposed to. But, unlike Lorraine Chunglo, I know as much about the future as most of the rest of us do—which, I many times have lamented, is absolutely nothing. So I stopped the predictions right there to give my answer, before Mary Ziemba, or I, had any chance for second thoughts.

I said this to her:

“I can make for you whatever you want.”
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My mother wanted to see Jesus in the kitchen.

“I have nothing to pray to while I do the dishes,” she had complained soon after my abilities were revealed. “A nice religious drawing, to hang over the sink—could you do that? Please? I would even go out and buy a real picture frame with glass.”

“I’d like a painting of Ma,” my father whispered to me one night soon after my mother’s request. “I’ll hang it across from the bed, so she’ll be the very first thing I see when I open my eyes.”

Jesus I could understand, as he doesn’t show up in person that often. But my father’s order I found weird because why couldn’t he just flip over to his left and get a good, long look at the real thing? I didn’t argue, though. I just made them what they wanted.

I watercolored Jesus at a homemade kitchen table, fork in hand, reading a stone tablet by the light of his halo while enjoying a heaping plate of fish that he probably, earlier on, had multiplied from just one. In the background, Blessed Virgin Mary washed the dishes in a sink carved out of the rock wall. Through the window, you could see Saint Joseph doing yard work after a long day in the carpentry shop, like my own father did after he came home from his eight hours of maintenance at the bowling alley. Lawn mowers hadn’t been invented yet, so I had Saint Joseph chopping at the grass with a big machete. It was an ancient version of a scene inside and out of my own kitchen, except that we had modern conveniences and up-to-date clothing and, as good and nice as we might try to be on even our best days, none of us ever would come close to being anything like the three people in my painting.

As for the portrait of my mother, I worked at it long and hard, never satisfied with the looks of my efforts—her round head floating there in the middle of the sheet of paper like the big yellow-and-blue hot-air balloon the guy from Brimfield sails slowly and quietly over our hill every once in a while when the wind takes him that way and he has no other choice but to sit and enjoy the ride. I gave my mother the short neck she always has had. I gave her a circle of pearls that she has yet to possess. And I gave her the lacy collar of a fancy evening dress she could only dream of, and even if she did dream that and that dream did come true, she’d be at a loss for a place to wear it. But even with all that stuff, and even with the same odd smile we all knew—left corner of her mouth abruptly up, right corner straight out to the side like she was always unsuccessfully holding back a grin—she looked unhappy. Unnatural. Strange. And then it hit me, one morning in school, as I was walking the aisles of our classroom for my turn at collecting spare change for the faraway missions. My classroom used a Quaker Oats container for this, and I watched the coins drop in, the one Lincoln head joined by a Jefferson, another Lincoln, a Roosevelt, then, from David Midura, who always carried around more money than any kid I knew, the paper face of some president I didn’t recognize because what did I know about big bills? The money circled. And I suddenly saw my mother as the quarter, and the rest of my family as the pennies and dimes and nickels falling into our places at the edges of her. That was it—that was the problem. My mother was not herself without the rest of us near her. I couldn’t show her without showing everybody who made her the person I knew her to be. It nearly killed me to endure the rest of the day before school ended and the bus dropped us off and I ran straight up to my room and started drawing the answer, the essential wreath of people—my father’s head to the right of my mother’s, Louise’s and Chuckie’s above. Mine down below, and, to the right of me and just beneath the knot of my father’s abbreviated tie, I drew our house, as genuine a member of the family as I knew there to be.

To capture it, I sat across the street and looked at it there in front of me: the butter-colored square with a triangle on top of it, a rectangle of green grass below, circular trees to the sides and pointing high above, and over everything, a broad sky the color of the purplish-slatey dress Louise had worn the year before in her class photo, the only day of the year except for field day at Mountain Park that we were allowed to come to school wearing anything other than our uniforms. I studied the shade of the light blue edging around the windows that my parents had dreamed up and had specially mixed and shaken in the big, noisy paint machine down at Chudy’s. I looked at the filmy white sheers in the first-floor windows—dining room ones on the left, living room ones at the right. My eyes ran up to the half-drawn shade in my parent’s bedroom, second floor left, and then, to the baseball-cracked pane in the front window of the room that Chuckie would have all to himself forever, except if God ever gave us another boy, which I had the feeling would have happened by then if it were ever going to. My eyes went up to the witch’s hat point of the roof and the tiny circular attic window that on hot days my mother pushed open for ventilation. I followed the peculiar angle of the crooked chimney that grew from the middle of the roof and leaned toward the woods. Next to it, the antenna, a simple metal T-shape that Unc had found tossed out at the dump—still in the box and with all the screws and bolts and flat brown wires and booklet of directions for installation, if you can believe such good fortune—was the finishing touch.

I went on to liven up the rest of us. Hair in our pretty much matching shades of nothing-special brown, eyes all hazelish except for Chuckie’s gray ones. The skin pale on our oblong faces. As much clothing as I could fit at the bottom of necks to give the hint that we were proper and wearing something. And there we were in my portrait, the circle of the five of us Wilks and our house—the who we were and the where you could find us, if you ever had the need to come looking. But you didn’t have to bother about coming by—here we had all the people we needed. When he awoke, my father would see a portrait not only of my mother but also the rest of us. If he ever complained that this was not what he had ordered, I would have to say that, as the artist, and as one of the people in this family, it was my opinion this is the way it had to be.

Turned out there was no grumbling. Both my parents were thrilled when I showed them the two paintings I had done, and they ushered us all into the car and drove right over to Grant’s that evening for the proper-sized frames. At home, my mother got out the Windex to clean the sheets of glass before she set the paintings inside to be sealed in by a gray flat of cardboard and a series of little pins that had to be bent back into place with a screwdriver.

Even though he said he was taking a chance on causing one big crack in the wall above the sink, my father nonetheless bravely banged a nail into the yellow-painted space. Tiny little chips of plaster fell and sprinkled the red plastic drainboard. My father ran a dishrag across to clean up the mess and gave my mother the honor of hanging up Jesus. She did that, then she took a step back and blessed herself and said, “Now there is nothing else in the world that I want.” She pulled me close and directed me to her side so we could both stand and watch Our Lord eat his fish on just one of the regular and probably mostly boring kind of days all of us know and that he had to have lived through, even though mention of them never made it into any Bible I ever read.

Next, we all trooped up to my parents’ room, where my father pulled my mother’s sewing machine away from the wall so he could climb up on its bench and hit another nail, this one dead in the center of one of the many hibiscus blossoms that crawled up the skinny trellises spaced every foot or so. That wallpaper had been hanging there forever, maybe longer, having been pasted up by the people who built the house and lived in it for ages before my parents saved enough to come along and make it theirs. It had to be a good half century that those same coral blossoms were up there showing off in their prime, and now they all surrounded us as my father set the portrait of my mother in its place across from his side of the bed. And there we were, my mother, my father to her right, Louise and Chuckie above, me down below, the neat part in my hair just about touching the pearls that hung around my mother’s neck, my father’s tie stopping short of the crooked chimney below which we all lived back in that time when the five of us translated to the two-letter word “us.”

•   •   •

The drawing is now mine. Given to me by my parents when I was twenty-one and moving into my own place. Handed to me wrapped in holly-covered Christmas paper even though it was June. Because that’s all my mother could get her hands on with the short notice given by my father, who took her aside and whispered that as much as he loved looking these many years now at all of us first thing in the morning and the last thing after he said his prayers, he thought it would be a good and nice thing for me to take along to my own home.

“To remind you of who you have,” is the way he put it just before they all left at the end of that long Saturday of helping me get settled. “To remind you of what makes up your family. Some people are not as lucky as to have even one person who cares. Look what you have here.”

That’s when he pointed to the painting that was ten years old at that point. I followed the direction of his finger, then took in the real people. My mother, wiping at her eyes, her blue-and-white checkered apron like the one that Dorothy uses as an actual dress in The Wizard of Oz. My father wearing his work coveralls despite the day of the week. Chuckie in his ratty blue sweatshirt, leaning against the kitchen doorframe and eating another of the brownies my mother brought over in a tinfoil-lined box. Louise holding a sponge, arms crossed over the big maroon UMass T-shirt she had begged Chuckie to bring when he drove home from his graduate school studies just to help us.

I looked at my family, at what I had there, until they all disappeared into one big teary blur. By the time I came back from hunting up a hanky out of one of the boxes in the bedroom, they were backing out of the driveway and I heard the familiar little eggbeater whir of the car’s engine as all of them rolled away from me.

•   •   •

The drawing now hangs to the right of my doorway, in the same spot it has for the eighteen years since my father took a hammer out of a wooden whiskey crate of old tools and banged a nail that he’d brought out from his pants pocket as if it were just a coin or something else you carried every day. I once saw a TV show on some kind of Indians who kept a special bag next to the doorway of their teepees. In there they’d place the items that were most important to them, those they couldn’t really live without. The bag was kept in such a handy space so in case they had to up and leave in a moment due to trouble or some disaster, they could easily grab it and run. Like them, I hung my drawing there, knowing that if I ever had to take off in an instant, there was nothing else that I would have cared about saving or bringing with me.

I’ve gotten lots better at my art since I made that drawing, and people love to ask me why I display this old thing, and not some recent work that visitors might notice as they were looking around my home and maybe become so impressed that they would want to buy it or hire me to make something similar. And I say that the old drawing hangs there because it reminds me of many things. One of which is how enthusiastic my parents were about the great discovery of my abilities. I’m sure they probably found it refreshing that, unlike my two siblings, I suddenly had what was considered to be some real direction—even though nobody knew where in the world it would lead. At that point in time, Chuckie, even with his four more years of life and sense over me, wanted to grow up to be the guy who did nothing with his day but unlock and later lock the gate at the dump. Depending on what she had for dinner, Louise, only one grade behind me, dreamed of becoming either a holy martyr with her face on a medal, or one of the June Taylor Dancers on The Jackie Gleason Show. She practiced often for that latter vocation, rolling all over the living room floor and making choreographed shapes with her arms and legs for an invisible television camera hanging overhead.
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