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 Family Trees

 


Debski-Debrowska Family Tree

 


MACIEJ DEBSKI — BARBARA ULANSKI

Son of Stanislaw Debski —daughter of Wojciech
Ulanski

and Theresa — and Regina

 


Andrzej

Ignacy

 


MACIEJ DEBSKI — AGNIESZKA PANKOWSKI

x. Apolonia

x. Zofia

x Franciszek

x. Wiktoria

x. Marcin

 


IGNACY DEBSKI — KATARYZYNA RYZNERSKA

 


Son of Maceij and Barbara Ulanski — Daughter
of Michal and Brygida

 


Pawel

 


IGNACY DEBSKI — HELENA BIESIADA

Son of Maciej Debski — Daughter of Feliks
Biesiada

and Barbara Ulanski — and Teresa

 


NO CHILDREN

 


 


Debski-Debrowska Family Tree

 


PAWEL DEBSKI — MARIANNA PANKIEWICZ

Son of Ignacy Debski — daughter of Tomasz
Paniewicz

and Kataryzna Ryznerska — and Ewa
Pierzowicz

 


Jakub

Bartlomiej

Marceli

 


WOJCIECH KOSOWSKI — MARIANA PANKIEWICZ

 


JAKUB DEBSKI — KATARZYNA PIATKIEWICZ

Son of Pawel Debski — daughter of Bartlomiej
Piatkiewicz

and Marianna Pankiewicz — and Zofia Buba

 


Maksymilian — 6. Jozefa

Marianna — 7. Franciszek

Jan — 8. Wojciech

Antoni — 9. KAJETAN

Ludwika

 


KAJETAN DEBSKI — MARIANNA BUBA

Son of Jakub Debski — Daughter of Piotr
Buba

and Katarzyna Piatkiewicz — and Genowefav
Dabrowska

 


Adam

FRANCISZKA

Cecylia

Jadwiga

 


 


Debski-Debrowska Family Tree

 


FRACISZKA DEBSKI — EDUARD DEBROWSKI

Daughter of Kajetan Debski — son of Antoni
Debrowski

and Marianna Buba — and Teresa
Wezolowska,

 


Evelyn (died at age 3)

Arnold (died at age 15)

EDWIN

Alka

Evelyn

Henry

 


EDWIN DEBROWSKI — HELEN THERESA PIECUCH

Son of Frances Debski — Daughter of Mikolai
Piecuch

And Eduard (Ted) Debrowski — and Zofia

 


Clarisse

ANATOLA

 


ANATOLA DEBROWSKA — MICHAEL HALAT

Daughter of Edwin Debrowski — Son of Samuel
Halat

And Helen Piecuch — and Darlene
Zamitz

 


RACHEL HALAT

2. PYOTR (Czaryinski) DEBROWSKI

 


 


 Cast of Characters—Part I

 


Anatola Debrowska (Dem brow’ ska; Polish
pronunciation: Dem bruv’ ska)

Michael Halat (Anatola’s husband)

Rachel Halat (Anatola and Michael’s
daughter)

Pyotr Czaryinski (Pi(h)’ otr Char in’
skee) ( Anatola’s son—given up for adoption at birth)

Clarisse (Anatola’s sister)

Alka (Anatola’s aunt—paternal side)

Milos (Mee lohsh) (Alka’s husband)

Frances Debski Debrowska (Anatola’s
grandmother; also referred to as Franciszka: fran cheesh’ ka)

Edwin Debrowski (Anatola’s father;
Frances’s son)

Helen Theresa Piecuch Debrowska (Pyi’
tsooh) (Anatola’s mother)

Lydia (Alka and Milos’s daughter)

Eva (Anatola’s aunt—paternal side. Alka’s
sister; sometimes referred to as Ev or Evelyn)

John (Eva’s husband)

Lana (Eva and John’s daughter)

Keith (Eva and John’s son)

Richard (Eva and John’s son)

Adam Debski (Franciszka Debski’s
brother)

Joseph Debski (Adam’s son)

 


Cast of Characters—Part II

 


Barbara Ulanski (Ool an’ skee)

Waclaw Mikus (Vats’ laf Meek’ oos) Leader
of the serf rebellion at the bridge in Debowiec in 1756

Wojciech Ulanski (Voy’ chech) Barbara’s
father

Regina Ulanski (re gee’ na; g as in
get) (Barbara’s mother; Wojciech’s wife)

Maciej Debski (Mats' eey Deb’ skee.)
Second in command of the serf rebellion at the bridge in Debowiec
in 1756. Marries Barbara Ulanski November 1765; founder of the
Debski clan, Debowiec, Poland.

Andrzej Wojciech Debski (An’ zey) First
born son of Maciej and Barbara.

Ignacy Andrzej Debski (Eeg’ natsy) Second
son born to Maciej and Barbara

Maksymilian Zborowski (Mak si(h) mee
leean zbor of’ skee) Staost (mayor) of Debowiec 1772. Loyalist to
the King and the Austria-Hungarian regime, as well as Catherine of
Russia.

Agnieszka Regina Pankowski (Ag nye’ shka)
Second wife of Maciej; married in 1772 after Barbara’s death. The
Pankowski family was loyalist to the King and Austria-Hungary.
Regina Ulanski arranged the marriage to protect Maciej for his
rebel activities in pursuit of freedom for Poland.

Pan Filip Biesiada (Feel' eep Bee shee
a’da) Local artists who rendered the portrait of Maciej and
Barbara

Katarzyna Ryznerska (Kat a zi(h)n’ a
Ri(h) zner’ ska) Ignacy’s first wife; married in 1792; Katarzyna
died two years later..

Pawel Ignacy Debski (Pah’ vel) Ignacy’s
and Katarzyna’s only son.

Helena Biesiada –Ignacy’s second wife;
married in 1804.

Marianna Buba (Ma ree ah’ na Boo’ ba)
Also referred to as Maria. Frances’s mother; Anatola’s
great-grandmother.

Genowefa Debrowska (Gen ov ef' a De brof’
s'a) Marianna’s mother.

Piotr Buba (Pee o’ tr Boo’ ba) Marianna’s
father.

Kajetan Debski (Kai et' an Deb’ skee)
Frances’s father; Marianna’s husband

Adam Andrzej Debski first born son of
Marianna and Kajetan born Dec 20th 1894

Franciszka Genowefa Debski first born
daughter of Marianna and Kajetan born Dec 1st 1895

Cecylia Katarzyna second daughter of
Marianna and Kajetan born November 19th 1896.

 


Jadwiga Teresa Debski (Yad veeg’ a) third
daughter of Marianna and Kajetan born October 6th
1905

Eduard Debrowski One of Frances’s
suitor’s; immigrated to America.

Pawel Debrowski (Pah’ vel) Eduard’s
grandfather

 


 


 Part
I

 


 Chapter
One

 


Anatola

 


Once again before the faint pink streaks of a
new dawn crest the San Gabriel Mountains in the distance, Anatola
Debrowska lies wide awake next to her luxuriously snoring husband,
her mind whirling, taking inventory—the same dreadful unchanging
inventory that forces her awake before first light, the relentless
inventory that burrows its spiky claws into her subconscious,
awakening her first at 3 A.M, and not allowing sleep to return. The
findings, as always, are dismal, an amorphous morass that
continually threatens to sink her without a trace, a looming shadow
that hovers unfed and unsatisfied, an unforgiving litany of things
not done, undone, and never to be done.

Beside her Michael Halat, her husband, mumbles
unintelligibly in his sleep, snores sharply and flips over, like a
carp snared open-mouthed at the end of a hook. What had she dreamed
last night? Oh, yes—now the night’s vision clangs into her
consciousness with the sudden deathly power of a migraine. Shit.
Last night her dreams had been full of shit. Piles of brown
excrement covering the floor, the rugs, the newly laid golden oak
Pergo laminate. Oh, God. Shit.

Rising stiffly, she makes her way down the newly
re-done staircase to the kitchen, her Beagles, Bodean and Sophie,
baying and yapping at her feet. Empty the dishwasher, stack the
dirty dishes (that no one had bothered to do the night before)
rinse the coffeepot, make coffee, feed the dogs, giving each its
daily regiment of pills, retrieve the morning newspaper. Same
routine, day after day, part of the growing quagmire of sameness
and boredom that tugs at her subconscious at night, and saps her
energy by day. Having to her continued astonishment passed the
half-century mark, she is healthy and fit, if not as trim as she
would like to be, tending more to the roundness of her grandmother
than the sleekness of Michael’s genes—still blonde with monthly
support, endowed with crystalline blue eyes, the eyes of her father
and a legion of Polish ancestors that perhaps were mixed along the
way with stout Swedish stock.

On the way toward retrieving the morning news,
Anatola notes that her daughter Rachel’s car is not parked in front
of the house. There would be a call on the machine, another late
night, staying with friends, love you, see you later. Rachel was
never home anymore. She’d left high school early, tested out and
enrolled in college at sixteen. Anatola had hoped this would make
Rachel happy; she had been so miserable in high school. But it
wasn’t a particularly cheerful Rachel that Michael and Anatola saw
about the house. And despite all Anatola had done to give her home
a warm, inviting atmosphere, including remodeling Rachel’s room to
make her home a place to bring friends, Rachel had no interest in
doing so. “I don’t even like being here, why would I want to
subject my friends to this place,” she had said once, cleaving
Anatola’s heart yet again in two. Pieces of Anatola’s heart like
pieces of her soul are disappearing. Anatola believes she might
never be able to find them.

Well, she’d done the same thing, she tries to
comfort herself, as she opens the can of prescription dog food KD
Canine for Sophie who yaps and dances at her feet; Bodean waits
quietly for his kibble.. At seventeen, come the weekend, from
Friday night to Sunday late, Anatola would be far from home,
leaving a mother dying of cancer alone. Of course, no one had
bothered to tell her that her mother was dying of cancer, only that
she was ill, some mysterious feminine illness, pills by her
nightstand, pills stacked on the TV tray in the living room in
front of the small black and white television. Her father often
away on business. Her sister Clarisse far away safely ensconced in
college in upper state New York. Anatola and her father fighting
over who would stay home with her mother. Anatola and her mother
fighting over everything else. Bitterly estranged, never reunited,
her mother’s death in the midst of adolescent rebellion and
estrangement, creating a wound…She sighs. She does not want to
revisit those haunted years. Wanting never to repeat that ache,
Anatola had been determined to create a life vivid and rich and
deeply entwined with her spouse, with her children, to create a
life that could never succumb to the sudden crippling yawning void
of loss. Well. One child had been lost to the void a thousand years
ago. The other, Rachel, was lost to the void now. And Michael?
Slip-sliding away. All of it. All she had built. Slip-sliding
away.

Sipping her morning coffee, Anatola reads every
inch of the LA Times, avoiding for the time being any further
delving into the pit of her disappointments. Michael is already at
work in his shop—Rustic Designs by Halat. (Anatola never did take
his name. She came of age in the 60’s, was an artist- she did dare
to call herself that once- in her own right, determined to see her
blood heritage immortalized) There was a time she would have
eagerly entered his studio, perched on the end of a bar stool or
workspace counter top and talked, a million things to say suddenly,
or simply sat in comfortable silence watching him work, admiring
the way his biceps rippled as he wielded the soldering iron or
chiseled wood. His work is rustic, unpolished, with a simplicity
and beauty wrested from the natural beauty of wood. Once upon a
time, his pieces sold furiously, enough for them to make a nice
living off of his work alone. But that was a time ago, growing
longer and more vanishing seemingly by the hour. Public whim
turned. Michael, stubborn, determined, assured that that fickle
tide would once again turn in his favor, kept soldering and
burning, chiseling and sculpting, refusing to branch out or away,
refusing to look for that day job regularity that could assure a
sense of stability, stocking the pieces, ever- broadening his
inventory, waiting and ready. The problem was the bills were
waiting and ready, too.

In the family room where she rests awaiting the
spark that will propel her into her day, she can hear strains of
country music drifting from the shop into the house. Her
irritation, unbidden, grows. Looking about her, Anatola sees the
place is a mess. The family room rugs are covered with dog hair,
newspapers stray across the floor, ink pens tossed atop the pile of
crossword and sudoku puzzles Michael rips from the pages. Rachel’s’
school books, bindings unbroken never cracked, pile atop the coffee
table and around the corner chair. Afghans trail from the family
room to the living room—dragged by canine or human it was
impossible to tell. Last night’s dishes sit crusting over jammed
around the sink, not scraped, for God’s sake at least rinse and
pile them neatly in the sink. All she asked was for them to pick up
after themselves! Throwing her newspaper aside, Anatola rises,
imagining this is the way an oyster must feel. Only by the end of
the day, the oyster has made a pearl; Anatola has only accomplished
acid reflux.

Four nights a week from four P.M. until ten,
Anatola works as an Assistant Professor of Community and Continuing
Education at a community college. Before leaving for work, unable
to abandon her role of homemaker and caretaker, she diligently
prepares an evening meal, making sure her family is fed properly.
All she asked of them was that they do up the dishes, straighten up
the house before she comes home tired, grumpy, and spent. But they
spin in their own orbits, these two, her family, at one time her
sanctuary and salve against the wounds of the world. Anatola, now,
often imagines the three of them spinning off each in his own
direction, a world unto themselves with no more connection than the
ether that drifts lazily around them like whiffs of smoke, the
pattern of her childhood doggedly returning to spurn her, to prove
once and for all there is no escape from aloneness.

She is feeling strangely jittery today. Out of
sorts. That damn shit dream! Well, thank God at least it was
Friday. At least today she did not have to make the twenty mile
commute to Glendale. Tonight at least she wouldn’t have to decide
between fast food or her own leftovers, wolfed down in her car in
the parking structure beneath the campus, NPR or one of the local
talk radio hosts that made her laugh and actually (finally on the
AM radio dial) bolstered her progressive politics comforting her in
her isolation. She wonders when Rachel will return, if Rachel will
return, or will she spend one more night out there somewhere with
the friends she never brings home.

There was a prescience surrounding her, a mood
she couldn’t shake. She needed a change. She needed to find a new
direction, a course of action, something to latch onto, to throw
herself wholeheartedly into before her life force was dissipated
and drained one agonizing droplet at a time. Anatola needs a
miracle.

She gazes out into the backyard. There it was
again. Shit. Piles of dog shit humping underneath the glass-topped
round table, curling around the sturdy legs of the wrought-iron
chairs, leaning up against the wooden gazebo like toy soldiers at
attention, mingling like pieces of rotting bark among the Chinese
elm leaves from the backyard neighbor’s tree that begin falling in
September and never really stop. The one thing she had asked him to
take care of. The one chore she pleaded to be taken off her plate.
And there he was whistling away in his shop, she could hear him
now, Pat Green, she thought, his robust whistle carrying over the
soldering of the wooden sculptures no one would buy, while the
residual of every day life piled up, and no one cared and no one
saw but her. If she mentioned it to him, he would retort, his steel
blue eyes smoldering to the grey of the Lake Superior winter storm
sky he so loved, “What about Rachel? Rachel does nothing around
here.” This, of course, was true enough. But Michael, stepping up
the cold war would never approach Rachel directly. In his
exasperating passive-aggressive way, thoroughly righteous in his
refusal to perform the chore he deemed Rachel should be doing, he
would place Anatola squarely in the middle of the silent
hostilities.

The path of least resistance, the path of
sustaining sanity was for Anatola, as in all things, to clean up
the shit herself. Anatola heads to the side yard where the
gardening tools sloppily hang, and takes up a small garden spade
and several plastic bags grimly. Shit. So. She was prescient. She
begins picking up the shit, her anger prickling, uncomfortable,
threatening, a wild horse pressing against the barn door of her
heaving chest. She cannot let it gallop loose. Where will it go?
She talks to herself like an old woman, a bag woman, both of which
she feels she is becoming. The rhythm of the cleaning, the
gathering of the dirty brown lumps, the sanitizing of the flagstone
eventually begins to calm her. The beast at her breast whinnies to
silence.

Now from the street, winding through the trees
on top of the Pat Green whistled tune, she hears a car pull up,
Rachel’s. How angry with these two, how separate, how attuned to
them she is. The car door slams. A moment. The light in Rachel’s
room pops on. No “Hi, I’m Home.” No, “Mom? Where are you?”

Anatola remembers coming home from school,
slamming the front door behind her and crying out, “Mom?” The first
thing she always did coming home, was to look for her mom, to check
in, to say hello, to tell her about her day, which her mother was
always eager and excited to hear about. Anatola would find Helen
downstairs in the basement laundry room, where she’d perch atop the
humming dryer, or join her mother in folding the freshly laundered
sheets or towels or tee shirts; or in the backyard if the weather
was nice, snapping wet clothes as she lifted them from the basket,
placing the wooden clothespin atop them on the line with a
satisfying squeech; or in the kitchen, filling the house with the
mouth-watering aromas of her cooking, spaghetti sauce that had been
simmering all day that Anatola greedily wolfed down in bowlful
after bowlful, baked veal with thick slices of onion and paprika,
or a pot roast rich with thick gravy.

Often Anatola would sit with her mother at the
dining room table over a pot of orange pekoe tea, talking until the
last rays of light were swallowed up by the night, the tea growing
cold; Anatola never wanted the conversation to end. She chatted
about friends, school, lessons, books, her mother’s liquid brown
eyes sparkling with admiration, her crooked smile flashing, her
high-pitched laughter erupting in musical bursts that felt like an
award, a special gift just for her. There was always so much to
talk about, until…until she was just shy of Rachel’s age now,
fifteen or sixteen, and entering into a world foreign and estranged
to her mother, a world of stubborn will and defiance, no longer
satisfied to live by rules, a world of “going out,” and “hanging
out,” and Volkswagen vans with shaded windows.

Now, Rachel proceeds directly to her room, boots
up her laptop, plugs into her IPod, and plunges deep within her
meticulously constructed world of one in a house of three.

Anatola’s sadness grows. Should she have had
more children? They tried, she had even conceived in a relatively
short amount of time, but that pregnancy ended in a torturous
miscarriage and an emergency room visit. By the time Rachel was
two, unbeknownst to Anatola, her womb had grown no longer
hospitable for children. Fibroids crowded the space where an embryo
should have attached, their shadowy spider-webbed curtain leading
eventually to surgical early menopause. They could have adopted.
Michael, surprisingly, really wanted to adopt, as did the three and
four year old Rachel. But Anatola, beginning to glimpse autonomy as
Rachel grew, was finished with babies. Now she wonders if that was
her mistake. Was that the decision that has cost her Rachel’s
presence?

Her face set in a grimace, Anatola carries her
newly minted bag of shit back to the side yard, flipping open the
black garbage container, and heaving the bag forcefully. The shit
hits the side of the container, the bag splits and its contents fly
up, tumbling over the edge, splattering onto to the concrete below.
Perfect. Inside her chest, the horse awakens, stomps its foot and
whinnies. Anatola, with the might of an Olympian goddess, shoves
the rising scream down her throat clear to her belly, bends down,
and picks up the shit. When she is finished, she realizes that the
front doorbell has been ringing, the dogs yapping stridently.
Michael, whistling and soldering, Rachel cocooning with her
technology, have not heard a sound.

Anatola enters the kitchen through the side
door, vigorously scrubs her hands with anti-bacterial soap, and
strides to the door. Salespeople, most likely. Who else rings a
door bell unbidden? Probably those pitiful sales children who are
unleashed onto neighborhoods with their boxes of candy and useless
knickknacks and magazine subscriptions pleading their hard luck
cases of combating drug addiction and need to stay in school.
Anatola pushes the dogs aside with her foot, scolding them to be
quiet for God’s sake already, and locks them into the den where
they yap unrelentingly. By the time Anatola reaches the front door,
she is loaded for bear.

Anatola yanks the door open.

She is staring into her own face. Golden blonde
curly hair, piercing sky blue eyes, Paul Newman eyes—her father’s
eyes. Anatola is staring into her father’s face —her father as a
young man somewhere in his mid twenties.

“Ms. Debrowska?”

He pronounces her name as it would be pronounced
in Polish. Dam- brov’-ska. Suddenly, her heart is thundering in her
chest, skipping beats, pounding against its chest cavity like a
prisoner awakened hammering for release. Blood whooshes so loudly
in her ears, she cannot hear anything else.

“Ms. Debrowska?”

The brick porch suddenly pitches, rising from
its foundation to crush her. From out of the whooshing of her blood
a shrill screech pierces.

“Mama!”

Rachel? Where did she come from? Anatola snaps
back from a brittle fog. She lies sprawled awkwardly on the brick
porch. Michael, also having appeared out of the ether, stares
open-mouthed (there was that carp again) concern crinkling the
corners of his Baltic blue eyes. Rachel, now speechless, stands
open-mouthed and carp-like herself beside him.

“Lo…” Michael calls.

“Oh, my God. My God.” The visitor was repeating.
He was still there, then, his face blanched. Not an apparition. Not
a specter.

“Michael… Rachel… Oh…”

A tidal wave sluices over her, pinching her
throat in icy splinter.

“Oh, my God… My God…”

“This is… “ Oh, my God, my God. “This is my
son.”

San Francisco. Mid seventies. The year before
she moved back to the East Coast. Her mother dead. Her father
vanished to the Philippines. Anatola alone and pregnant.

A flurry of hands reaches for her, gripping her,
helping her up, guiding her to the living room. Rachel still
knocked speechless, in shock, her face bleached white with
splotches of red peppering the porcelain. Michael wary, uncertain,
watchful. Oh, God. Rachel.

Now, he was seated opposite her, his handsome
face creased with emotion.

“I should have telephoned. I’m sorry. I
shouldn’t have come.”

“No, no it’s all right.”

“Mama?” Rachel’s voice small, quivering.

”Lo?”

“I was afraid to telephone.”

Telephone. Not call. There was a strangely alien
air about him. A stiltedness

“Afraid? To phone?

“I could hang up. It would be too easy to
disconnect. I am so sorry.” He was rising.

“No, please. Wait.”

“This was a mistake.”

“No, Please…”

He was striding towards the door. Long
purposeful strides. Long strong legs, his calves beautifully
delineated beneath his neatly pressed khakis.

Now, Anatola was rising, following behind him,
running to catch up, to close the distance between the living room
and the foyer.

“Wait! Please.”

He stops momentarily, a skittish gazelle
arrested in mid-flight.

“Where are you staying? You’re staying
somewhere?”

He reaches into his pants pocket, long elegant
fingers, thin, tapering; again her father springs to mind.
Surgeon’s hands. That’s what her mother used to say. “Your father
has the hands of a surgeon.” He holds out a card from the hotel
where he has miraculously landed.

“I’ll call you.”

“Are you sure?”

“I want to see you.”

He nods woodenly, emotions playing across his
finely featured face too numerous, too changing to name.

“I don’t even know your name.”

“Pyotr. Pyotr Czarynski.”

She tries the name out on her tongue, as if
sampling an exotic delicacy. “Pyotr. Czarynski.”

“I’ll wait, then. For you to call.”

Pyotr walks out the front door. Anatola grasps
the card in her hand.

“Mama?”

“Oh. Rachel.”

Michael sighs. “Jesus.”

“You had a baby?”

“I was young, Rache… Twenty-four…”

“A baby?”

“A son. Pyotr.”

“And you never told me!”

“Sweetheart. It was a closed adoption. I never
thought…”

“How could you not tell me!”

“Rachel…”

“I don’t believe you!” Flummoxed, incensed in
the way only a seventeen year old girl learning of a mother’s
betrayal for the first time can be, she flounces out of the
room.

“Rachel!”

Doors slam in her wake, shattering, echoing,
accusing.

In the aftermath of Rachel’s rage, a yawning
silence trembles.

“Are you going to call him?”

Anatola, fuzzy, surreal, turns from the foyer,
returning to the living room, where Michael stands like a
centurion.

“Lo?”

“Yes?”

“Are you going to see him?”

“Yes.”

“Yes? That’s it? Yes”.

“He’s my son.”

“That’s what he said.” Ah. There it is.
Michael’s suspicion, ever present, floating just beneath the
surface of his life

“Did you look at him, Michael?”

“You don’t know anything about him.”

“I’ll demand papers. I’ll meet him in a public
place.”

Michael explodes. “This is nuts!”

Why was he so angry? Was he seething at the
sudden, messy appearance of a son long thought to be gone for good?
Or was it the existence of that son in the first place? A pregnancy
years before she’d met him. Had he ever forgiven her that?

“What do you expect me to do?”

“What about Rachel?”

“Rachel.”

“What a mess.”

“A mess. That’s an interesting way to put
it.”

“Christ. I’m going to the shop.”

“You’re going to the shop? Now?” He doesn’t
answer. Instead, he vanishes. In his leaving, silence. From
Rachel’s room down the hall, silence. Anatola writhes with anguish,
remorse, guilt, and blame, unable to navigate the rollicking
waters, left in teeming solitude, alone, alone, alone.

Alone and pregnant in San Francisco.

Having a home no longer, her mother dead, her
father long since abandoned his daughters for the Philippines,
Anatola moved across the country to San Francisco when she
graduated from the small college in New England she had attended.
She knew some people there, some of her classmates had made the
trek before her. When she’d arrived, she’d slept on the couch in
the four bedroom flat, drawing on the largess of the people she
knew, not really friends, she would later find out when after
several weeks they asked her to leave. She found a job, found an
apartment with roommates, and began finding a life among the hills
and heart-piercing beauty that would alternately soothe her soul
and tear it apart in its wonder and strangeness.

She had graduated from college humanities major,
but in San Francisco the vibrant theatre culture—political,
guerilla, street, dangerous and disruptive, brash, demanding,
beckoned her like a siren. Anatola liked the shock; she liked
knocking people out of their complacency. She had always been
politically minded. In high school she led the student body as
president of the student council in her junior and senior years.
This was the middle 60’s and protest politics had just begun to
wind its way east from the hotbed of Haight Ashbury to the sleepy
town of Chicopee in the foothills of the Berkshire Mountains of
western Massachusetts. Anatola led the parade. As president she
organized walk-outs, protesting arcane rules against the length of
hair, school dress codes (no bell-bottoms for boy, no pants of any
kind for girls) restrictive rules against smoking, leaving campus,
school rings. Within these issues of the day, Anatola found her
voice—it was the essence of freedom that so impassioned her, that
enthralled and infused her being with clarity and purpose.

A stark line of demarcation cleaved the class of
1967 from the class of 1968, a historical passage from the age of
authoritarianism expressed in suit coats and buttoned downed white
shirts and ties and girls in skirts, bobby socks and saddle shoes,
to the age of the Aquarian counter-culture of long-hair and bell
bottoms and children of love and flowers and political protest,
from the age of starched repression to the age of bold
experimentation. The Viet Nam War blared over television screens,
beaming its swath of destruction, dehumanization, brutality, and
shock into safe and tidy middle class living rooms, and exploded
across the front page of America, the death toll inexorable,
awakening the children of Aquarius to the hypocrisy and duplicity
of a government and a generation. The mellow feel-good harmony of
the California surfing Beach Boys gave way to the psychedelic thrum
of the Beatles, the soothing simplicity of the Carpenters to the
raucous cacophony of Joe Cocker, the primal power of Credence
Clearwater, and the sly irony of Country Joe and the Fish.

In her junior year in May of 1969 Anatola’s
leadership culminated in her greatest triumph, a walk-out that led
to the principal’s reluctant agreement to allow the students of
Chicopee High School to participate in a nation-wide Moratorium
held as a formal protest to the war in Viet Nam. What had begun as
a quiet protest during the lunch period had erupted into a
passionate demonstration that closed the school down. Television
crews arrived on the heels of the city police and the
Superintendent of Schools. An ad hoc meeting was held in the
student council room. The footage ran on the evening news,
documenting the fledgling rise of student power rattling the
warping gates of the establishment. The principal, a rigid
authoritarian who believed in corporal punishment and blind
adherence to school policy and rules, resigned quietly that summer.
He was replaced by the vice principal, a former Marine, whose
ramrod posture belied in the rights of students to have a voice in
their own affairs.

That summer Anatola rode the crest of the wave
of radical politics. Far too indoctrinated as the good Catholic
girl to prescribe to free love, much to the frustration of the wild
young stallions that galloped beside her, she, however, could find
nothing restricted against rock n roll or cannabis and lysergic
acid in either venial sins or mortal ones. Anatola threw herself
into the heightened surrealism of acid rock and psychedelics.
Though many of her friends scoffed, Anatola protested it wasn’t
just the high she was seeking. She burned with new vision, a
freshly-pricked passion bursting to detonate the solid stone
mountain of lock-step conformity and drudgery, of steel-trapped
mind-set to free emerging depths of alternate perception and
consciousness. Anatola wanted to change the world

That summer, however, was also the summer of her
mother’s illness. A chronic condition, the illness, the cancer, had
been present for many years, attacking and retreating. But that
summer the condition turned terminal, claiming her mother’s life
the following April. The night of her mother’s death, Anatola and
her father had been embroiled in yet another ugly battle over whose
responsibility it was to stay home. Her sister Clarisse was away at
college. The argument ended with both of them storming out of the
house, leaving her mother once again alone. That night, Anatola had
plans to participate in a Native American cleansing and
consciousness-raising ritual at a sweat lodge constructed in the
Berkshire foothills that included the ceremonial smoking of peyote.
She was still high when she returned home. Her mother, suddenly in
distress, had to be rushed to Springfield Hospital, Anatola still
tripping at her side.

Anatola’s cousin, Lana, worked as a nurse at the
hospital, and was immediately at their side, caring for Helen,
administering to their fright. Amid the bleeping monitors and
starched white nurses squeaking rubber-soled shoes against gleaming
linoleum, Lana was at her most efficient and comforting best. In
the hallway, her father, Edwin, unaware of Anatola’s heightened
state of awareness, grasped her hand, telling her that her mother
would be staying the night, that everything would be all right,
that Lana would take great care of her, that that her mother would
be safely at home the next morning. They left the hospital in the
dark of a moonless night, returning to the house on Carter Drive
that sat as empty and cold as the fathomless midnight sky.

The next morning the phone rang at six a.m. Her
mother was dead.

The sudden death plunged Anatola into a murky
night that skittered along the edges of madness for a decade. An
entire decade, it was true, the clutches of blackness from which
Anatola only began to emerge when she met Michael in New York City
and married him two years later.

Though still partially submerged in her grief
and confusion, the fervor of guerilla theatre in San Francisco in
the mid 70’s reclaimed her activist soul. As she did with
everything, Anatola threw herself into the intriguing new art form,
studying every aspect from production to performance, designing
costumes, make-up and hair, writing plays and performing in them.
That summer she met Dimitri Kolcheck at the Theatre of the Magic
Eye, a street theatre group that had found a home in a small
performance space at the corner of Clement St. and Sixth Avenue in
the Richmond District of San Francisco. The space had been donated
to the troupe by an expatriate Hollywood director/producer who had
seen his star rise and crash and now lived to recapture the fire in
the belly that had propelled him to Hollywood only to be drowned in
the rivers of greed, frivolity, and excess that coursed through Bel
Air.

The Theatre of the Magic Eye was presenting the
West Coast Premiere of a new David Mamet play, Sexual Perversity
in Chicago. Anatola had been cast as Deborah, the young Jewish
art student who discovers love and lust far from the art institute
in the arms of white-collar clerk Danny. Dimitri had been cast as
Danny. Something had happened to Anatola the moment she laid eyes
on Dimitri, something that through all her forays into schoolgirl
crushes, puppy love, and fledgling relationships had never happened
to her before, a tingling and a tension that drove her mad and
senseless. Dimitri was tall and blonde and broad-shouldered with
green eyes that could crinkle with laughter and pierce like a shiv
to the heart with scorn. The magnetic force between them was
palpable. Like opposite poles they violently repelled, even as they
savagely attracted. Anatola, still knocked off course by sorrow and
bewilderment, was vulnerable prey to the power Dimitri wielded
magnificently.

Oddly, all that power and force dissipated as
soon as Dimitri found himself alone with Anatola in the bedroom.
There was a coolness about him, an icy vein of indifference that
trickled beneath the white hot crust of his exterior passion, a
frigid wind that try as she might, Anatola could not fan into
tropic embers with any regularity. Stranger still was the key she
unwittingly discovered one day that unlocked the passions of
Dimitri. They did not live together, though Anatola spent more
nights than not with him in his one bedroom apartment adjacent to
the Tenderloin. His parents had come down from Eugene, Oregon to
visit him and see the play. Over the protestations of Anatola,
Dimitri insisted that she stay with him during the visit. That
night, with his parents camped out on the lumpy sofa bed in the
living room half a breath away, Dimitri couldn’t keep his hands off
her.

The magnetized affair ran its course in three
months. Dimitri told her he never could quite get over the size of
her thighs and the un-dainty explosion of her often unwarranted (in
his view) laughter. Anatola was in shock. Six weeks later, she
discovered she was pregnant. The play, a huge success, was still
running. Every night Anatola became Deborah who made love to
Dimitri as Danny on stage. Every night Anatola’s despair grew. She
prayed that the power of her real love would rekindle the spark
that had once ignited so ferociously. But every night the cold wind
that was Dimitri blew past her, shattering her prayer into icy
bits. When she told him she was pregnant, his marble-esque green
eyes turned reptilian. “Are you sure its mine?” Anatola, still in
love, chaste in that love, was crushed. “If it’s mine, I’ll help
you pay for the abortion. But I want a receipt.”

The day of her appointment at Planned
Parenthood, Anatola, pale and nauseous sat aboard the bus that
lumbered its way from the outskirts of the Sunset district toward
downtown, the magnificent beauty of San Francisco sweeping past the
sunshine-filled bus windows, her unflappable friend Marc, gay and
debonair holding her hand beside her. As the breaks squealed
against the steel trolley tracks of California Street, the
passengers fighting the downward forceful pull of gravity, Anatola
pondered how she could have been so stupid and so careless —not
only with her heart, but with her body. Outside the window, a row
of motorcycles stood smug and secure parked against the curb.
Anatola imagined rising suddenly, sharply pulling the bell,
disembarking and marching across California Street, knocking over
every one of those shining metallic monsters. When he wasn’t
driving his cab, or playing Danny at the Theatre of the Magic Eye,
Dimitri rode a motorcycle.

The counselors at Planned Parenthood were
compassionate and kind. One woman, a former nun, zeroed in on
Anatola’s Catholicism. “Sweetheart, Adam did not become a man until
God breathed the breath of life into him.” Not a sin, then. Neither
venial nor mortal. Anatola took the valium offered, undressed, and
lay down upon the table, her feet encased in the cold leather
stirrups. The doctor came in, business-like, brusque but not rude,
and took her quivering hand in his warm soft grip. Surgeon’s hands,
she thought. “You won’t feel much,” he promised. “Perhaps a pinch.
In about twenty minutes, it’ll all be over.” She looked into his
eyes, grey, confidant. The nurse began inserting the tube that
would begin the procedure. Suddenly, Anatola sat up. “Wait.” The
doctor looked at her, his patience unruffled. They stood,
unhurried, waiting, the doctor, the nurse, the nun, all waiting for
her. “I… I think I’ve changed my mind.”

“Are you sure, dear?” The nun asked gently.

“Yes. Yes, please. I’m sorry…I…”

“No need to apologize.” she responded sweetly,
without anger or recrimination.

The nurse removed the tube. Anatola returned to
the dressing room. She put her clothes back on, and left. She
didn’t get her money back. She never thought to ask for a
receipt.

The next weekend the play mercifully closed.
Marc agreed to sell her furniture, and helped her pack up her life
in San Francisco, promising to send out the calico cat Tasha they
had adopted together shortly after they had met in acting class
across the bay in Oakland, as soon as she was settled. Anatola was
going home.

Anatola arrived at Bradley Air Field in
Hartford, Connecticut as night was chasing dusk from the skies,
leaving a mournful trail of violet and magenta fingers grasping at
the clouds as if reluctant to let go and fade into oblivion. It was
the middle of March, and a blanket of new snow had just fallen.
Across the low hills speckled with oak and elm and sugar maple
stripped of their foliage in the grip of winter, the streaks of
violet reflected against the powdery cover raising a weight of
inexorable sadness in Anatola. After her mother died, alone in the
house, her father away, her sister back at school, Anatola would
sit in the tiny room that had been converted to her bedroom, her
back against the burnt umber wall, gazing out towards the end of
the street where Carter drive abutted Granby Road. There was a
house there, across the road, shades drawn against the approaching
night, a maple in front, its branches still barren from the passing
winter. The sun brushed the horizon behind the tree, wrapping the
desolate branches in a fierce orange-tinged glow as the darkness
pressed in all around. Anatola, alone, watched until the last dying
ember burned into the blackness, paralyzing sorrow overtaking
her.

Outside the airport, her bags gathered at her
feet, Anatola saw her Aunt Alka swing her Cadillac Deville into the
No Parking Zone. Alka lowered the power window, her smartly
sculpted red head enwreathed in the perennial cloud of smoke that
followed wherever she led. “Hello, darling. Right on time.” Alka
hopped out of the caddy and helped Anatola stow her luggage into
the mafia-sized trunk. “Is this all?” “Yes,” Anatola replied. The
two women got back into the car and headed west into the dying sun
and night and darkness and beseeching maple tree that was
Massachusetts.

Since her mother’s death five years ago, Anatola
had avoided coming home to the house on Carter Drive. Those first
few ghastly weeks after her death, their small family, her father,
Clarisse and herself, slept away from home as much as possible,
bunking at Alka’s house, or her with her father’s other sister,
Eva, or even down the street at her grandmother’s house. Her father
remarked, “We’d sleep on a picket fence if it meant we wouldn’t
have to go back to that house.” Her mother’s death tore a hole in
the family, an abyss of pain like an abscess weeping and pus-filled
with recrimination and sorrow, guilt and loss.

Once she’d left San Francisco, Anatola was
unsure where she would land. She had told no one about the
pregnancy. She had no idea what to expect—shame, shock,
recrimination. Alka drove through the gently rolling hills to her
elegant Colonial in the upscale town of Longmeadow where she lived
with her husband (Anatola’s uncle) Milos and their sixteen year old
daughter Lydia. Alka asked no questions of her returning niece but
chirped happily away, a steady stream of inconsequential
consciousness about Milos and Lydia, her sister Eva and her husband
John and cousins Lana and Richard and Keith, all blending
seamlessly with the rhythm of the tires against the black strip of
highway and the metronomic windshield wipers as they pushed aside
fat flakes of newly falling slushy snow. Anatola was grateful that
nothing was required of her.

Anatola remained in Longmeadow those first few
days, nauseous and sea sick. She could barely eat, and Alka,
fearing the flu, plied her gently with tea and toast and her
watery, bland chicken soup. Lydia, a high school sophomore came and
went sullenly. Milos, a businessman like her father was away often,
like her father. Anatola gladly free-floated, thinking neither of
future nor past, and would have easily remained there indefinitely,
when one day Alka announced that she was having a family dinner—a
family reunion, really, since Anatola had been away now for nearly
five years. Even Clarisse would be coming down from New York to be
there. Anatola’s free-floating bubble of seclusion popped into
panic.

When Anatola’s mother died, her world collapsed.
In June she dutifully attended her senior prom, and later that
week, graduation. But she moved through life as if underwater, as
if a hole had been sprung through her psyche that left her life
slowly leeching away. One day soon, there would be no life left.
That September she went off to Boston University, and came home the
following week, ashamed and defeated. She could no longer function
in the world. She could no longer pretend to function in the world.
The loss of her mother hovered over everything like an apparition
that refused to be appeased. At night she prayed fervently for the
return of her sanity. By day she struggled through a bleak
breakfast of burnt toast and instant coffee, glued to the same
black and white portable television that had kept her mother
company all those months while she struggled with her cancer alone.
Now, Anatola struggled with her sanity alone. Clarisse was back at
Ithaca; her father was away, away, on business, away, at bars, with
companions, running running running from his own crushing guilt and
crippling loss.

Not only had Helen’s death ripped a hole in
Anatola, the loss slashed through the fabric of the entire family.
They gamely retained the tradition of family dinners, but Anatola
found she could not attend. To be gathered there, as if…as if life
continued on without missing a step. As if at any moment Helen
would appear around the corner, her crooked smile lighting up her
soft brown eyes, offering up to her beloved family the gift of one
of her magical pies. Far from comfort, the presence of her family
without the presence of her mother seared the loss like a chasm
into her soul.

Anatola hid. From school. From life. From
family. The psychiatrist her father arranged for her to see
diagnosed her with disassociate stress, and prescribed Valium,
which soon became the magic bullet, the one and only thing that
could safely guide her through her waking hours. She grew dependent
for awhile, not on the physical need for the drug, but on the
psychological. If she had her magic pill, she could make it through
the day to the safe harbor of sleep which came crashing down upon
her with the aid of Demerol. If not… She didn’t dare contemplate if
not. If not what remained of her life would leech away for good,
finally. She would be lost to the ether—her body present on earth,
her mind shattered.

Now, five years later, long relieved of daily
dependence on a magic bullet, Anatola faced a fear more crippling
than she had faced since her mother’s death. The family would
gather, all together—except for her father who was safely ensconced
far away in the Philippines—without her mother, and she with child.
What if her madness returned? What if her disassociate stress
thundered like an unleashed raging behemoth from the corners of her
mind, gripped her in iron paws and stole her away, this time for
good.

As doomsday approached unabated, Anatola’s panic
rose. Clarisse called incessantly from New York, chattering
excitedly about the upcoming reunion with her recently un-exiled
sister. The two had never been close and, panic rising, Anatola
wondered often to whom Clarisse thought she was speaking. Perhaps
there was another sister Anatola never knew about. Perhaps it was
this sister with whom Clarisse thought she was about to reunite.
Lana, too, called and cooed, prattling on about little Lolita
returned from the West. Lana in her brassy indomitable way
insisting upon using the childhood name that had heaped such scorn
and flames of shame upon the young Anatola from her peers whenever
they heard its utterance, the name Anatola with uncharacteristic
hysteria, blonde hair spiking and blue eyes sparking wet with
impotent tears, demanded be expunged from the family lexicon—her
hysterics only so much more fodder for the family mill to grind
with great glee and not a whit of compassion. Lolita. Lolo. The
blonde bombshell.

As the day approached, Anatola felt pushed ever
down, encompassed by a glob- like liquid, thick, viscous, forced
under glass, unhearing, unheard. Her world was shrinking, once
again, growing out-sized and surreal as it had after her mother’s
death, Anatola morphing into the stranger, again, walking upon an
Earth unknown, unknowable, about to, at any moment, slide
permanently beneath the glass, entombed. Nowhere to run, no choice
but to face her demise.

Anatola’s fears of consuming panic, however,
proved to be writ large and negligible. Far from producing
immutable pain, the gathering of the clan, from the first doorbell
ring, wrapped her in a cloak of such boisterous welcome that she
sank gratefully, giving herself over completely to their affection.
There were Milos and John, enter arguing as always, over the best
way to prepare the upcoming Holiday (Easter) bird. There was Eva,
laughter trilling, holding her tightly, rolling off to the kitchen
to help Alka. There was her handsome cousin Keith, BFF from
carefree childhood days, looking as handsome as ever, despite the
pot belly he managed to accumulate during her self-imposed
banishment and his little brother Richard, little no more, tall and
straight as his father, an air force lieutenant as John had once
been. Lana and Clarisse and her grandmother Frances, all there, all
speaking at once, Polish mingled so soothingly seductive with
English, Alka summoning them to her elegant table, passing the
welcoming feast which she had made just for Anatola that included
all her favorites: roast chicken with gravy and sage and onion
stuffing, mashed potatoes, capusta (cabbage cooked with vinegar and
caraway seeds), and pickled beets.

The food looked sumptuous, but Anatola could
barely touch it. After dinner, Milos and John with the boys Richard
and Keith retired to the den, Lydia slumped off to her bedroom, and
the women gathered in the gold-toned living room for tea and lemon
cake—another of Anatola’ favorites, another exquisite tidbit she
could hardly nibble about the edges before, blanching and setting
her fork down beside the golden trimmed plate. The sharp-eyed
women, these Debrowskas knew immediately that something was amiss.
Anatola, never a picky eater, was known for a voracious appetite
that belied her smallish stature. This Anatola, newly returned from
the wild west, was pale and drawn, listless and weepy. This was not
the flu.

“Darling,” Eva said, wrapping her arm about
Anatola’s shoulders, “tell us what’s wrong.”

The dam burst. Anatola told. She told a fabulous
tale of a lost love, a young man handsome and noble and brave, her
love, struck horribly down in the prime of his life— a motorcycle
accident along the twisting Pacific Coast Highway. The details of
the accident were particularly vivid as Anatola warmed to this part
of the tale. She had often envisioned just such a bloody end to the
duplicitous Dimitri. They were about to be married. She was having
his baby.

The Debrowska women closed ranks about her,
murmuring and petting her—even Lana, even Clarisse, who shied away
from physical affection. Anatola felt like the center of a flower,
a daisy or a black-eyed Susan, warmed and nourished by a protective
circle of petals, soft as warm butter, tough as nails. As Anatola
cuddled at the heart of the flower that was the Debrowska women, it
was decided that the best course of action was for her to move in
with her grandmother to await the birth. Frances’s husband Ted,
elegant but as duplicitous as Dimitri, had died in 1the early
70’s.. Frances, approaching eighty, though visited everyday by the
faithful Alka, her house cleaned meticulously once a week by Sophie
the housekeeper Frances had shared with Helen, was in great need of
more steady companionship. Spring was here, the tomatoes needed
planting, the cabbages needed tending, and it was high time Anatola
learned how to make the dough for pierogi from scratch.

And so it was decided that Anatola would return
to Carter Drive just two houses down the street from the home she
had grown up in and where her mother had died. No one broached the
subject of what would happen once the baby was born.

If the recrimination had not come as expected
from the petal-like Debrowska women, Anatola had enough guilt,
remorse, and shame for the whole clan rolled into one. Returning to
Chicopee, to her home town, pregnant and unmarried was a source of
almost unbearable shame. Moving into her grandmother’s house,
Anatola hunkered down against the onslaught of self-inflicted
ignominy.

Frances said nothing about the baby, but hummed
softly and sang sweetly in Polish in her high girlish voice as she
worked in her garden, or rolled pierogi dough, Anatola dusted with
flour beside her, her small belly just beginning to protrude
beneath the stretch of white starched apron.

“You should go out, kochanie.” Frances
would tell her. “See your friends. You always had so many friends
Lolaczka.

But most of Anatola’s high school chums were no
longer in Chicopee. Her best friend Joyce was living in Kentucky
with her husband, Bev in Florida with hers. Long since evolved away
from her heady days of psychedelic mind expansion exploration,
Anatola had no desire to hook up with that lost tribe of 60’s
hippies. Many of them, from what she heard from Joyce or Bev, had
not survived the experiment, dying young of drug overdoses, jailed
for possession or selling, brain-damaged from too many trips on
that spinning wheel.

Anatola was a stranger here now, living in a
strange landscape that, only two doors down, had once held a mother
and a father and two sisters. The father was far flung, vanished
against the terrors of a shredded life on the other side of the
world. The mother dead. Only Clarisse, the sister, remained, and
she lived amongst the concrete and steel of New York City.

The girls hardly saw each other the summer after
their mother’s death. Clarisse took up with her old high school
boyfriend, a lanky red-haired tennis player, whom Anatola found to
be excruciatingly dull. But his family was quiet and kind and
non-turbulent, and Eric’s mother made a place for Clarisse, feeling
sorry for the orphaned young woman, even fixing up a spare bedroom
just for her. Anatola tried to continue her life as if… as if
nothing had happened, as if life continued rolling along unmarked.
She tried to return to her wild galloping days, but her mind was
splintering, her grip on the world slipping. That fall, when she
entered Boston University, her mind shattered. Anatola was unable
to remain at school, and so returned home, defeated. Vastly
ashamed, she dutifully reported to the psychiatrist her father,
during one of his infrequent trips home, found for her and took up
a solitary residence in the house on Carter Drive. She saw few
friends save for the boyfriend she’d had before she left for
Boston, found a mindless part-time job, and painfully clawed her
way back to a respectable form of sanity. In January she returned
to Boston, working straight through summer and the following year
to complete the two year program she had been enrolled in.

But something had been lost, something
irretrievably taken from her. That smart confidant young woman who
fearlessly led a strike against injustice, who forcefully demanded
her voice, and the voice of those she represented, be heard, had
vanished. After graduating from Ithaca College, Clarisse moved to
the wild frontier of New York City. She worked as an editor at a
hip magazine for teens, interviewing teen idols, not hunkering
anywhere, frightened of nothing it seemed to Anatola, who since
that death, was frightened of everything. Now, she had been plunged
back into this intimate, brutally familiar landscape that offered
such comfort at times, yet more often twisted so cruelly, so
horribly out of shape, beyond recognition, beyond knowing, weird,
and surreal.

And the child, the child that was growing
inside…

Those first few months, Anatola’s seasickness
remained. She slept often, a deep catatonic sleep from which she
awakened heavy-limbed and groggy, at the edge of nausea. Everything
hurt. Her breasts, tender and sensitive, hurt to touch; her fingers
and toes puffed and reddened. She had headaches and backaches and
indigestion and heartburn. At her grandmother’s house, working
alongside her in the garden in the early spring, cooking with her,
helping Sophie with the dusting and cleaning, Anatola returned to a
free-floating state, a burgeoning mother ship floating through
unsteady seas, content to think of nothing.

Alka visited her mother everyday, sitting with
her on the front porch, smoking her ubiquitous cigarette that made
Anatola even more nauseous than usual. Alka had promised not to
smoke in the house, for Anatola and the baby’s sake. Once a week
Alka would do her mother’s hair, washing it in the kitchen sink,
rolling it with squat brush rollers held tightly in place against
the skull with hot pink stick pins. They would speak together in
Polish, the lilting language of swishing sounds flowing over
Anatola, eddying and whirling about her, carrying her back to her
childhood and her mother and father speaking so that she would not
understand what was said. Lying half-asleep in the back seat of the
car, Clarisse sound asleep beside her, the language musical,
contrapuntal to the rhythm of the windshield wipers and the ticking
of the turn signal. The language seeped into her. Often, she
surprised her parents by repeating in English what they had tried
to keep hidden in Polish.

Clarisse, with her little sister in trouble,
blooming with child, took on the big sister role with a vengeance,
calling often, urging Anatola to visit her in New York (which sent
shivers of fear electrifying her spine), and driving down as often
as possible to keep her company.

It was after a month and a half or so, when the
seasickness began to fade, and her hormones leveled, that Anatola
pinpointed the heaviest pain she bore was neither the physical
discomforts of the pregnancy, nor the psychological torment of her
predicament, but the unbearable weight of her broken heart. She
still loved him.

Speaking to Marc one night long distance to
California, Marc said, “Of course you’re still attached to him,
Chooch,.” They called each other chooch, something Marc had begun,
only one of his many endearing qualities, this nicknaming thing
that pulled her in tightly to him, making her feel special and
unique in his universe. Marc was handsome and debonair,
quick-witted and wise, with an air of the landed gentry gone
elegantly to seed. His front tooth was charmingly chipped (even his
agent said he should never fix it), his smile impish. His
conversation was sprinkled liberally with literary references she
missed more often than not, and his observations on life and love
crackled with accuracy, dash, and humanity. Anatola often found
herself astounded at his love for her. She never felt worthy that
she could measure up to his urbanity. Often, she felt like a small
town school marm, dull, mundane, slow-witted.

Once, after a particularly brutal argument with
Dimitri, as she drank wine at Mark’s tidy apartment on California
Street, she began to wonder if perhaps Marc might not be adverse to
switching teams. But he never played that game. He was clear from
the beginning, presenting solid no nonsense boundaries. Sensing her
thought, understanding the pain from which it sprang, he bundled
her up in her coat, and trotted her off to his favorite Chinese
restaurant, changing the setting, cutting off the intimacy of a man
and a woman alone in a one bedroom apartment, making her laugh at
his foolish stories, and eating way too much Chow Fun.

With the boundaries so firmly set, Anatola was
free to love him fully with abandon.

“Of course you’re still in love with him,” Marc
continued. “You are attached to him by the silver cord. He’s inside
you. You won’t be able to break the psychic bond with him, until
the baby is out of you.”

“Great. Only six and a half months to go.”

“You don’t have to wait that long, Chooch. Not
if you don’t really want to.”

“I know. But I do.

“I know you do.”

She paused, grateful as always at his quiet,
deep understanding of her. He would not judge this decision.
Suddenly, a question arose. Her mouth went dry.

“Have you seen him?”

“Chooch.”

“Tell me.”

“No. What good would it do?”

“He’s seeing someone.”

“Chooch.”

“Is she pretty?”

“Chooch.”

“Tell me!”

“She’s fat.”

“Fat!”

“Big bosoms. Big butt. Even her hair is
big.”

Of all things, big! Excruciatingly fastidious,
Dimitri liked his women lean, as she remembered only too well, oh
she, of the too thick thighs. Anatola began to giggle.

“She’s cheap. A floozy. Like him.”

Cheap. A floozy. Still in love with a cheap
creep who could only get it up when his parents lay in the next
room and who wanted a receipt for an abortion.

“What is wrong with me!”

“Nothing. You fell for a blackguard, that’s all.
Like it has never happened before. Like the most beautiful, the
smartest women in the history of the world and Hollywood, haven’t
fallen victim to that kind of predator everyday.”

“Not me, chooch. I’m supposed to be too smart
for that.”

“Ah, intellect and love, and never shall the
twain twixt.”

Through the phone lightly came tiny mewing
sounds, immediately recognizable.

“Tash” They intoned musically together.

“How is she?”

“She misses her mommy.”

“I’m sorry, Chooch. My grandmother has
allergies…”

“No problem. Uncle Chooch is taking very good
care of her. Once you are settled, off she will go.”

“I love you, Chooch.”

“I love you, too.”

Marc was the only one she could talk to,
honestly talk to without prevarication about the pregnancy. She had
told no one else in San Francisco, preferring to steal away from
the city like a thief in the night, so overwhelmed by her
circumstances. Here, at home in Massachusetts, the Debrowski clan
was laboring under the romantic but false illusion of the Big Lie.
Why had she done that? Why had she reacted the way she had,
skulking away from San Francisco, burning with shame, compounding
her isolation with the Big Lie of Dimitri’s demise, constructing an
impenetrable wall she hid lonely behind. Hadn’t she learned
anything from her years in therapy?

Anatola did not know why she had stopped the
procedure that day. How different her life would have been if she
had simply allowed it to continue. She would still be in San
Francisco, moving on now to the next play, the next venture. Still
among her friends.

If her mother had been alive… well, if her
mother had been alive, she would never have found herself in this
position. Helen would have been mortified, would have imploded with
the shame of her unmarried daughter with child. If her mother had
been alive, Anatola would have remained steady and level-headed.
She would have gone off to school to Wyoming or Hawaii or Budapest,
roaming with abandon wherever she pleased, secure in the anchor of
home and stability to which she could return at any moment, sure of
comfort, of encouragement, of bottomless unconditional love. If her
mother had been alive, she would never have acted with such
careless disregard. She would never have needed to be loved so
desperately.

She still had not told her father, nor had
anyone else—leaving the decision to her. He would cringe, too—out
of shame—but not for her act, her father would turn her
circumstances into his fault, would cast all the blame upon
himself, for his abandonment, his neglect when her mother died and
he could barely take care of himself, never mind tend to his
daughter who was slowly shattering. He would beg her forgiveness,
castigate himself, turning her need to his need, making her then to
comfort him. But he wouldn’t come home. Of that she was sure. He
hadn’t come home for his father’s funeral, nor his brother’s two
years later. He would never come home again.

A few days after her phone call to Marc, Frances
took her by the hand, and led her to the covered swing in the midst
of the garden. It was a lovely soft spring morning, the sun still
lay low in the Eastern sky, just beginning its rise, leaving the
morning cool and bright. Dew clung to the short green grass;
Anatola had just mowed the lawn yesterday. In the garden, Frances’
tomatoes were budding, small hard green balls shimmering in the
morning light. At the edge of the garden were Frances’ apple and
pear trees, their blossoms fading now in preparation for the
growing of the fruit, petals lifted loose by a lazy breeze,
floating delicately to the ground. Fat daffodils and roses lined
the fences, their delicious fragrance mixing with the fragrance of
jasmine and lilac, and the earthy scent of newly turned soil.
Anatola reflected that despite her anguish, this spring, waiting as
her baby grew, working alongside her grandmother in this garden,
rolling pierogi dough and cabbage leaves stuffed with ground beef
and rice set simmering in butter and bacon fat, her grandmother
singing in Polish in her high sweet voice, was one of the happiest
springs she could remember.

“Lolaczka,” her grandmother began. “I
spoke to the sisters at St. Stanislaus. They can arrange for you to
have your baby at the Catholic Hospital there. You can start seeing
a doctor next week, so the baby has the right care.”

“But Baci,” Anatola responded. “I have no money.
No insurance… I can call Dad, but he you know he never has any
money.”

“Don’t worry, barzdo ladny dziwczyna.
It’s all taken care of.”

“But, you don’t have anything to spare…”

“Lolaczka… I was very good to the sisters
after the war. The Communists took everything, then tried to give
us money. Ffftt!” She made a gesture of disgust, her whole face
transforming with the anger still present after all these years.
“Imagine those slaby chlop! Paying us for what was already
ours. But my mother took the money—why not, it belonged to us. She
sent me my share. And I was very good to the sisters. Everything is
taken care of.”

She took Anatola’s hand in hers, her palm smooth
and soft. “Now, ukochana, you must do some serious
thinking.” Frances lifted Anatola’s chin, her dark honey eyes
peering intently into Anatola’s light blue ones. “What do you want
to do, after the baby is born?”

Suddenly, Anatola’s eyes filled with tears. She
had not thought about this. She had not wanted to think about it,
as if avoiding the question would make the problem disappear.
Frances gently pulled Anatola’s head onto her ample bosom, stroking
her long blonde hair.

“The sisters can arrange an adoption into a good
family.” Anatola wept harder, all delusion shattered. She was
pregnant. She was having a baby. She could not keep a baby. She
would be giving the baby away.

“When I was a young girl like you, younger than
you, I fell in love. Oh, so much in love with this boy, my heart
ached every time I saw him. He was maybe a year or two older than
me. My parents knew his family. They owned land that was right next
to ours. The family would come to visit, and we would all have
dinner together. And after dinner, the grown-ups would go into the
parlor, and the men would smoke their cigars and drink their
brandy, and the women would sit in a circle and do their
needlepoint and gossip. The children would play games in another
room, or in the summer when the light stayed until very late, we
would ride horses across the fields. In the winter, our steward
would arrange toboggan rides with big torches lighting up the snow.
And so I would see this boy often, and we would play games together
and sing, or ride horses side by side, or bundle closely in the
toboggan or in the sleigh.

“When autumn came, I was sent to school outside
of Krakow, a finishing school they called it, where proper young
ladies learned how to keep their hands smooth and to pour tea and
to engage in intelligent conversation. From school I would write
him, and he would answer me with the most beautiful letters filled
with love songs and poems.

“One day after I had been at school for several
weeks, as the trees were turning shades of orange and red and gold,
he arranged to come to see me in Krakow. He told me he had
something very important to tell me. I arranged for permission to
leave the school grounds and go into the city, where I was to meet
him by Wawel Castle on the banks of the Vistula River. I was so
excited all day, I couldn’t pay attention in class. I was a very
good student, Lolaczka, like you, and so my teachers knew
something was up, because a young lady with plans so exciting that
she couldn’t sit still through her French lessons, could mean only
one thing: she was in love and had a rendezvous with her beaux.
With smiles, my teachers allowed me to leave before my final
class.

“I raced to my room, brushed my hair until it
shone, put on my prettiest dress, the one with the embroidered
bodice I had stitched myself, and ran out to the driver who was
waiting patiently in his buggy with two golden horses. We clattered
off to the city, oh! So slow! So slow!

“When we reached the castle, I fled from the
carriage, running down the steep grassy bank to the river. I was
early, but my heart was singing with hope that he would be early,
too.

“I reached the edge of the river, at the elbow
of a long sweeping curve. There was a stone bridge that spanned
across the river there, and under the bridge, lying among the
weeds, was my beloved. And in his arms, was another girl.”

Anatola lifted her head, and looked at her
grandmother.

“Baci. What did you do?”

“I cried and cried and cried, moja niski
Lolaczka, what do you think? And then, I came to America.”

Frances laid Anatola’s head to rest upon her
bosom once more, and began to sing:

Twoje oczy sa jak maliny

Twoje oczy sa jak dwie gwiazdy

Oh moja dwiewczyno, moja jedyna

Twoje mysli sa moimi myslami

Anatola remembered the words of the lullaby from
when she would visit her grandmother over night, and Frances would
sing Anatola and Clarisse to sleep:

“Your eyes are like a berry.

Your eyes are like two stars.

Oh my girl, my one and only,

Your thoughts are my thoughts.”

 


 


 Chapter
Two

 


Pyotr

 


Anatola slides the turquoise double knit
sleeveless sheath over her head, tugging it down across the hips
that no matter how often she looks or into what mirror (or how
diligently she exercises) always look too large, too round, and too
full. It was three o’clock; she had been dressing since two, and
panic was rising as her meeting was at four and she still had found
nothing to wear. In a pique of abject disgust, her face reddened
and eyes hot and moist with frustrated tears, Anatola jerks the
dress roughly back over those hips, over her head, and throws it
with loathing to the floor just as Michael enters the room.

Michael surveys the growing pile of castaways,
his face deadpan.

“What’s going on?’

“What do you mean what’s going on?”

Michael, refusing to rise to the bait, picks up
the discarded turquoise. “I always liked this one.”

Anatola stomps through the pile of castoffs, and
throws herself inelegantly onto the bed.

Quietly, Michael turns toward the large bay
window that opens up onto their backyard blooming now with the
first of the roses and jasmine vine that surround the L shaped pool
and the tips of the San Gabriel Mountains rising in the background.
“I don’t think it’s going to matter to him what you wear.”

Anatola sighs heavily. Of course that’s not the
point. Of course he knows that’s not the point. Of course, as
always, she will have to voice the point or the point shall remain
unuttered.

“And? What about you?”

“I told you. I like the turquoise.”

“Jesus Christ, Michael, don’t do that. For once,
please, do not do that now.”

Michael remains staring out the window. She
notices the slight stoop in his shoulders that speaks so loudly of
his debilitating uncertainty. Michael so strong, so sure—indeed it
was this very stout-hearted bullheadedness that so often drove her
mad—was now awash in doubt.

“I just never expected….”

“What?”

Finally he faces her. “I never expected your
child would show up on our doorstep.”

“Right. Neither did I. But he has.”

Michael turns back toward the escape of the
mountains. “Have you spoken with Rachel?”

“No. Not from lack of trying. She’s
seething.”

“Yes, she is.”

“Has she talked to you?”

“No.”

“Have you tried to talk to her?”

“No.”

Exasperation builds, threatening explosion.
Anatola sits up, hugging her knees close in to her body as if to
corral the pressure. Of course Michael, the expert at avoidance,
would never of his own volition approach Rachel, ease the way, on
the thorny subject of Pyotr Czarsynski.

“I’ve got to get dressed.”

At the window, Michael nods content to push the
volatile situation back into its Pandora’s Box. “Wear the
turquoise” He rises. ”It brings out your eyes.” He moves to the
door and the top of the stairs, then stops.

“Would you please be careful?”

“Michael…”

“You don’t know who he is, Lo. You don’t know
what he wants. You don’t know why he’s here. You don’t know
anything, anything at all about him.”

Which, of course, is the unadulterated
truth.

 


Anatola pulls into the Coffee Bean and Me
parking lot, heart thumping. Guiding her Saturn shakily and not
well into the parking space, ramming up against the concrete
footer, bouncing back, she shuts off the ignition and alights. She
walks toward the coffee shop trembling, wondering what in the hell
did she think she was doing, wondering if she would even recognize
him again. After all, she only saw him that one time he came to the
house; well only that one time since the day he was born and she
was able to hold him for those few short painful moments before the
Sisters came for him, wrenching him from her, spiriting him away
before she could bond too closely, before she could more deeply
fall in love, as if it were even possible to fall more deeply, she
had never felt such love from the moment they placed him squalling
with gusto into her arms.

Unlike the Catholic Sister at Planned
Parenthood, the Sisters of Saint Stanislaus were neither gentle nor
kind. Not that they were unkind, particularly, but rather distant
and remote, having a job to do and being sure to carry that job out
with as little fuss, as little mess, as possible. Here the judgment
of sin was palpable, despite Vatican II.

The birth had not been difficult, but long and
strenuous; she’d labored for close to twenty-four hours with a
substantial loss of blood. Clarisse had been by her side, taking
turns with Nurse Lana, who showed her typical disgust at anything
Catholic and especially these nurses she deemed incompetent and
uncaring, rubbing the small of her back for hours; the labor pains
seemed to spring from some unfathomable primordial source deep
inside her, spreading out in a hot ring of fire, culminating in
waves of throbbing pain at the small of her back. Clarisse mopped
her brow, stroked her cheek, held her hand, and offered her own for
Anatola to squeeze, which she did with an unearthly strength that
surprised and heartened Clarisse, who watching her sister in such
distress began immediately re-thinking her own future of a large
happy family.

In the waiting room, Alka and Eva paced,
swapping war stories of their own agonizing deliveries, as Frances
sat serenely poised, her back straight, her hands folded daintily
in her lap. Alka smoked like a house afire, and as the hours melted
past, Eva joined her, as did Frances who smoked with an old world
elegance befitting a countess.

When the moment came to take the infant away,
the Debrowska women, summoning all their petal-like powers,
surrounded Anatola in her bed. But there wasn’t enough kindness or
power in the world to alleviate the wrenching pain of a mother torn
from her baby within the first few hours of his birth.

The doctors gave her pills to dry up her milk,
but her body, refusing to respond to chemicals, listening only to
the call of nature, stubbornly insisted on producing milk for
weeks, for months, her breasts filling and letting down at regular
intervals, as if answering to the cries of a baby boy miles away
yearning for the comfort of his mother while in the arms of a
stranger.

Anatola walks unsteadily, drunkenly, wishing he
had never come.

Through the coffee shop window she sees him,
staring intently down into his coffee cup, brows knit creasing his
forehead into furrows of doubt, his fingers drumming nervously, off
–beat. Anatola’s heart stops. A whimper, a strangled breath escapes
past her lips, a sharp pain, like a knife-point stabs her heart.
Her son. Her son. How could she have ever wondered if she would
know him again?

She enters the shop. On seeing her, Pyotr rises,
his head bowing slightly. He goes to her, takes her elbow, and
guides her to the table. Summoning a waitress, with an elegance of
ease that reminds her of her father, he asks Anatola what she
wishes, and orders for her. On the chair beside him and strewn
across the table are manila envelopes spilling documents and
photographs, one of which is his birth certificate, which Anatola
does not need to see but will dutifully examine and take home for
Michael.

“I’m glad you called.” Pyotr says, that
stiltedness, that foreignness in his speech. “I’m glad you agreed
to meet with me.”

Anatola feels herself pulled into the aqua of
his eyes, sinking into the beckoning orbs. Her son. This beautiful
young man. Her son. Love rises ferociously, at once jumbled
together with strangeness and distance and longing. How does one
navigate this love and strangeness?

Anatola longs to leap across two and a half
decades in a single bound over a cup of coffee.

Pyotr sweeps his hand over the envelopes. “I
brought the documents. Photographs. I thought you might like to
see.”

Not knowing how else to proceed, captured like a
squirming beetle in the pine resin surrealism of a meeting in a
coffee shop with a handsome young man who is also her son, Anatola
randomly picks up a photograph. It is a picture of a middle-aged
man, stout, florid, and stern and a woman with yellowed graying
hair pulled tightly back in a braided bun, squinting into the sun,
a lake shimmering in the background.

“My parents, Nicholaus and Irinia
Czarynski.”

“I see.” She picks up another. Pyotr as a young
boy also at the lake his father kneeling beside him, one chubby
hand resting heavily on the boy’s thin shoulder, a glint of
fatherly pride in his dark blue eyes.

“They were older… when they adopted me. They
could not have children of their own. They’re both gone now.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

“It happened rather suddenly. My father had a
heart attack. He worked all his life. A laborer. He was helping a
friend build his house.”

The waitress delivers their order, placing the
cups of coffee gingerly around the scattered documents. Pyotr
thanks her as she sets them down.

“A few years after he died, my mother had
a stroke. They had no one else, really, in their lives. Mercifully,
she did not linger.”

“When did she die?”

“This past summer.”

“Oh. Not too long ago.”

“No.”

He speaks woodenly, oddly devoid of emotion, yet
lurking beneath that stunning aqua blue is a strike of something
deeper, edgier, a flint of steel that flashes to the surface and
quickly extinguishes.

Anatola picks up another photograph. This one
sends an electric thrill coursing through her. It is a picture of
Pyotr and his parents standing in front of Our Lady of the Elms
College on Springfield Street in Chicopee.

“This is where I was awarded my bachelor’s
degree.”

“This is Our Lady of the Elms.”

“Yes.”

“In Chicopee.”

“Yes.”

“You went to school there?”

“That is where I grew up.”

“You grew up in Chicopee?”

Those azure eyes flash to hers, the gaze frank,
steady, accusatory? Was that what lingered beneath the fixed
look?

“Yes.” He studies her, his head tilting almost
imperceptibly.

Anatola’s heart begins to thump in her chest. He
grew up in Chicopee? How was this possible? So close, all those
years. How could she have not known? Not felt…something. But that
was ridiculous. After the adoption, she’d left Chicopee and moved
to New York with Clarisse. She’d hardly returned.

“Where?’

“Excuse me?”

“What part of Chicopee?”

“Oh. Willamansett.”

“The projects?”

“No. No. By the river.”

“Oh. That’s nice there.”

“Yes.”

“I lived in the projects. As a child.”

“You did?”

“My grandmother, too. That’s where we all first
lived.”

“You didn’t know?”

“That you grew up in Chicopee?” She can’t quiet
her pounding heart. “No. They didn’t tell me anything.”

“Yes, of course. A closed adoption. They told me
that, too, when I began my search.”

“Yet, you were able to…they gave you
information.”

“Eventually.” A self-deprecating smile flashes
suddenly across Pyotr’s face, lightening the intense young man’s
features. He spreads his hands open as he bows his head slightly, a
gesture Anatola finds charming. “I can be very persuasive.”

Watching him, she feels her heart’s thuds begin
to quell.

“I asked the sisters several time. This is
also where I went to school, you see…”

“St. Stanislaus?”

“Yes, the Red Brick Prison.” Anatola smiles. The
moniker is the one she’d grown up with. St. Stanislaus was a
formidable complex with a hospital, a school, and the church
inhabiting the same campus, an institution stern and
forbidding.

“So, the sisters knew me very well, and though
they cared very much for me, of course, they were equally content
when I graduated and moved on to high school to become someone
else’s problem.”

“What did you do to them?”

“Me? Nothing. Never.” That smile, the
open-handed gesture, the bow of his curly near platinum head. “Let
us just say that things somehow seemed to occur all around me. For
example, Sister Anastasia could not abide worms. But we needed
worms to dissect for Sister Theresa’s biology lab. Somehow, Sister
Theresa’s worms ended up in Sister Anastasia’s drawer.”

Anatola laughs, her tension ebbing.

“So, with this in mind, finally, one day, I was
able to break through their resistance and persuade them to share
the records with me.” Pyotr sips his coffee, his movements refined
and poised. “They were, after all, my records, no?” He places the
cup back on the wooden table, turning those beams of aqua light on
hers once again. “Yet, I think maybe now, perhaps, this was not the
right thing to do.”

“No. Oh, no.”

“I didn’t think what an intrusion this would
be.”

“No.”

Instinctively, Anatola reaches for his hand. He
allows the touch momentarily, but then disengages awkwardly. To
cover the awkwardness, Pyotr finds another photograph, passing it
to her. It is a two story house, trim and well-cared for, shining
with a new coat of paint. “This was our house.” Pyotr explains. “I
helped my father paint the house when I was only ten years old. I
did a very good job.”

“I can see that.”

“So, although I was very trying at times to the
poor Sisters, I was not all mischief and bad behavior.”

“No. Of course not.”

“After my mother’s death, I began researching my
parents’, my adoptive parent’s, family, in Poland. But I couldn’t
find much. Really, there wasn’t much there. They had immigrated to
this country along with so many others after the war to make a new
life. They cut off ties to the old country. My father used to tell
me, ‘There’s nothing there anymore.’”

“My mother’s parents …your great-grandparents
were the same way.”

“I thought if I wanted to find something,
perhaps it would be best to begin with my…blood ties, here.”

“That’s when you found me.”

“Yes. But, I went first to my biological
father.”

“Your biological father? Dimitri?”

“Yes. Dimitri. Kolchek.”

“You found Dimitri?”

“In Eugene Oregon.”

“Did you meet with him?”

“I telephoned him. He told me he had no
son.”

Anatola feels the room sway sickeningly beneath
her. The throbbing in her chest begins anew. “Oh.”

“He told me the Anatola he knew had destroyed
her baby.”

There it was; the knife plunges through her
heart. “Oh. God.” Selfish cruel spiteful vindictive Dimitri.

The waitress comes, offering more coffee.
Anatola sees her as if she is looking through the wrong end of a
telescope. Her vision is blurred, spotted. Pyotr, gracious,
gestures for the cups to be refilled. Anatola takes hers, drawing
the cup close, hanging onto it as if it is a life raft in a raging
sea, reaching for the cream, pouring, filling the cup too full. My
God, what is the proper discourse when facing the child you
intended to destroy? She sips, tipping the cup, spilling the
contents all across the photographs and documents of his life.

“Oh!”

“It’s all right! No worry.”

Pyotr springs swiftly, saving the photographs,
rescuing the documents of his birth and adoption, swiping them
clean with the napkins on the table. The waitress hustles over with
a rag, mopping, mopping, sweeping in circles. The coffee pools at
the edge of the table, dribbling over the edge, dripping into her
lap and all over the turquoise sheath Michael likes so much.

“It’s okay, now,” Pyortr is saying. “All is
saved.”

 


When Anatola returns home, Rachel is sitting in
the den watching some insipid comedian on television ranting blue
humor and obscenities. She looks at Anatola, taking in the
spreading coffee stain covering the mid-section of her skirt.

“What happened to you?”

“I spilled some coffee.”

“I can see that. What happened?”

“Not now, Rachel.”

“Not now? All I asked was what happened?”

“I know.”

“So…”

“I need to get this dress off and soak it.”
Anatola heads for the bedroom upstairs.

“Where are you going, Mom?”

Anatola does not stop. “Mom?” Imperious,
demanding, Rachel rises, brusquely blocking Anatola’s path. “Where
were you?”

“Rachel, please.”

“Where were you, Mom?”

Anatola tries to move past her domineering
daughter. Rachel does not budge. “I am not having this conversation
with you now.”

“You were with him, weren’t
you?”

“He has a name. His name is Pyotr. He is my son.
Yes. I was with my son.”

“Good. That’s real good. Good for you, Mom.”

Betrayed. So betrayed. Her daughter. Her son.
The weight of Anatola’s deceit crushes her. She can no longer
stand. She crumples to the stairs, perched like a quivering fawn
trapped in the sights of the hunter’s gun. If she moves the wrong
way, the gun will fire, killing her.

“I was young, Rachel. Barely twenty-three and
alone. When he was born, they wrenched him from my arms and told me
I would never see him again. Not a day has gone by that I haven’t
thought about him.” She raises her eyes to her beautiful betrayed
daughter. “You do not have a free pass to all the secrets of my
soul, Rachel. No one does.”

Spent now, Anatola rises, no longer caring if
the hunter decides to fire.

 


Later that night, the phone shrills, slicing
through Anatola’s restless sleep. In her twilit trance she counts
the rings. One. Two. The machine will pick up on four. Michael jabs
her. The phone rests on her side of the bed. “Lo. The phone. Lo!
Answer the phone.”

Three. “Hello?”

“Prosze, Pani Debrovska…”

Groggy. Not fully awake. “Hello?”

“Przepraszam, Pani Debrovska…”

“Pyrotr…”

“What’s going on?” Michael rolls over, ready to
yank the phone from her hand.

“Pyotr…?” He sounds strange, his words thick,
slurred. It’s the middle of the night.

“Przepraszam jest juz tak pozno.”

“Prosze, Pyotr, Angielski. Nie mowie po
polsku.”

“Prosze mi wybaczyc. I’m sorry. I’m
sorry.”

“What the hell is going on!” Michael
demands.

“Please, Michael. Wait!” She turns away,
sheltering the phone from him. “Are you all right? Where are
you?”

“I am at the station in Van Nuys.”

“Police?”

“What?” Michael sits straight up and loaded for
bear.

“Please. I will explain. Przosze, Pani.
Przepraszam. There was no one else to call.” In the dark, in
the night, he sounds like a young boy, lost and afraid and
alone.

“You tell them I will be right there. Okay?
Pyotr? Did you hear me?”

“Tak. Tak.”

“I will be right there.”

His relief jumps through the wires, nicking her
heart. “Dziekuje, Pani. Dziekuje, bardzo.”

“Nic nie szkodzi.” She hangs up the
phone, turning to face Michael’s smoldering eyes.

“I am going with you.” He knows he cannot stop
her. She knows there is no way he would let her go to a police
station in the middle of the night to pick up her wayward orphan
son without him.

 


At the Van Nuys Police Station Officer Rigosa
explains that there was an altercation in the Air Hotel Express
Port Lounge. Pyotr, seemingly as disconcerted as Anatola at their
first meeting had returned to his hotel where he then proceeded to
the bar to nurse one Polish Vodka after another. Another young
gentleman, approximately the same age as Pyotr, was nursing Vodka
as well. Russian. This gentleman, Ivan, and Pyotr got into an
argument that began with Vodka and ended with communism and
freedom, Mother Russia, Chopin, and the Polish Way. No one knows
who threw the first punch. Ivan, could be heard through the thin
walls muttering in Russian as he tossed restlessly on his bare iron
cot. It seemed no one was coming to his rescue. Wisely, the police
had placed the young men in separate cells.

There is one charge of disorderly conduct, a
misdemeanor that can be remedied with a fine as Pyotr has no priors
and seems a very nice and remorseful young man. However, it is
Saturday night, the courts are dark on Sunday, and without bail,
Pyotr will be spending the rest of the weekend in jail. Anatola,
despite Michael breathing hot fire beside her, unhesitatingly
reaches for her purse and pulls out her check book. A personal
check is fine with the officer. Pyotr will be released in her
recognizance.

After the papers are drawn up and signed, Office
Rigosa goes to fetch Pyotr. Anatola roosts at the edge of the
slatted wooden bench. Michael paces to the police sergeant’s desk,
rapping the side of his fist down unto the edge with a resonating
whack and walks to the other side of the room.

“You understand what you just did?” He finally
breaks the icy silence.

“I am not an imbecile.”

“Really.” Anatola turns sharply toward him.
“Those papers you just signed mean this… young man, is coming home
with us.”

“That’s correct.”

“To our home. Where our daughter lives…”

“Rachel won’t be home tonight.”

“That’s beside the goddamn point and you know
it.”

“What would you have me do, Michael? Leave him
here until Monday morning?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I would have you
do.”

“Then why didn’t you stop me?”

“Could I have stopped you? “

“No.”

“Right.”

“Goddamn it! He is my son! And he’s in
trouble!”

Before Michael can respond, Officer Rigosa
appears with Pyotr following abjectly behind him.

The stay in the hoosegow has sobered him up,
though he looks tosseled and disheveled. His blonde curling hair
lays flat and matted against one side, crumpled and flying out at
odd angles on the other. A purple bruise around one eye will darken
and discolor further, and his bottom lip is split, already scabbing
over. Anatola’s heart cracks as she goes to him.

“Pyotr…”

He is filled with shame. Even Michael can see
his mortification.

“I shouldn’t have called you. You shouldn’t have
come.”

“Pyotr.” Anatola lifts her hand to his cheek
gently tilting his head down to look at her. The gesture is so
familiar, so maternal, Michael is struck by it. He remembers her,
so many countless times, doing the same thing to a despondent
Rachel. “Ssshhh. Ssshhhh. Now. It’s okay. Bardzo ladny
chlopiec.”*

Anguished. “No.”

“Ssssh. Let’s go home now.”

As they approach the house, Anatola is surprised
to see Rachel’s car parked outside. She tenses, feeling Michael’s
smoldering gaze burning toward her. It must be near 3:00 A.M.,
Rachel was not home when they left for the Police Station, what on
earth is she doing home now? When they enter the house, Rachel is
sitting in the den, eating a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios, her eyes
red-rimmed and swollen.

“Hey,” Rachel says, then looks up. “Whoa,” she
blurts out at the sight of Pyotr. “What the hell happened to
you?”

“Rachel…”

“What?” She turns to Pyotr. “Jesus, you look
like hell.”

“I need the couch, Rache.”

“No, please,” Pyotr says. “Please don’t go to
any trouble.”

“It’s okay.” Anatola responds, as Michael,
deathly silent, walks into the kitchen. “Can you get me a set of
fresh linens,” she asks Rachel, neutrally, dear God as calm and
neutral as she can be with

Michael ready to detonate and Rachel right there
with him.

(*very nice boy)

 


“No problem, Ma.” Rachel responds, rising from
the couch and going to the linen closet in the hall.

“I don’t want to make any trouble.” Pyotr pleads
with her.

“It’s all right, Pyotr. I’m just going to make
up your bed, and then we can all get some sleep.”

In the kitchen Michael opens the refrigerator,
pulls out a half gallon container of milk, and slugs down a swig,
He replaces the container, closes the fridge, walks back through
the den eyes straightforward, encased in a fog of glacial ice, and
heads up the stairs to their bedroom.

“Good night,” he says.

“Night, Papa,” Rachel responds. Anatola, her
mind whirling, can’t straighten her churning thoughts out quickly
enough to say anything. Pyotr manages, “Good night, sir.”

Rachel returns with the bedding. Anatola asks
Rachel to make up the bed, which she does with Pyotr’s help.
Anatola goes to the laundry alcove and pulls out a freshly washed
pair of Michael’s sweats and a T shirt, and fetches a toothbrush
and set of clean towels from the small bathroom off the kitchen.
When the bed is made up, Pyotr takes the things she’s handed him
into the bathroom, as Rachel walks towards her bedroom.

“Rachel.”

“What?”

“Are you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

Why indeed. It’s the middle of the night,
Rachel’s eyes are red-rimmed and swollen from crying, her mother
has just dragged her newly found son battered and bruised into the
midst of their lives, and her father has stomped off to bed in a
frozen perfect storm of glacial proportions. Why wouldn’t she be
anything but perfectly okay?

But Anatola has learned not to argue with her
obstinate daughter, especially at times like these, when Anatola
knows the girl is deliberately provoking a fight. Whatever happened
tonight, a fight with her boyfriend the most likely suspect,
whatever Rachel’s feelings about Pyotr’s sudden appearance in their
lives, Rachel will keep hidden her secret world until Rachel is
good and ready to open the door.

Upstairs in their room, Michael is already in
bed. Anatola changes into pajamas and climbs in on the other side
beside him and a million miles apart.

“Thank you, Michael.” She speaks into the artic
void.

“Thank-you?”

“For letting me bring him home.”

“Did I have a choice?”

“You had a choice.”

“That’s not what you said at the Police
Station.” She sighs into the night. The moon is riding low on the
horizon, setting in the West, casting its wraithlike shadow against
the far wall of their bedroom. There was a time when she would have
shared this exquisite fleeting beauty with him. There was a time
when it would be safe and comforting, drawing them close and warm
together. “I should go sleep downstairs,” he tells her.

“You should get a rifle and post yourself at the
door of Rachel’s bedroom with the gun slung across your knees.”

“If I had a weapon, I would.”

“Go then,” she replies.

But he doesn’t go. He doesn’t move. He falls
instead into peaceful slumber, his words more punishment for her
than fear for their daughter’s safety from this vicious reprobate,
her renegade son, whom she has dragged from out of the chaos into
the middle of their pristine home.

 


The next morning, Anatola is startled awake by
the bright mid-morning sun streaming through the bay window and the
beagle Bodean’s basso profundo bay of shear exuberance. She
rises, surprised and disoriented. She hasn’t slept this long since
Demerol had submerged her to slumber half a lifetime ago. Michael’s
side of the bed has long been vacated; the covers tossed back and
cool. In the faint distance, in between Bodean’s reverberating bays
and the little beagle mix Sophie’s high pitched yaps, she can hear
the humming of Michael’s saw in his shop. Outside the window, she
sees Pyotr, romping with the dogs on the wide swath of lawn
abutting the pool, Sophie’s tail rotating fiercely.

Anatola throws on a pair of jeans and a tee
shirt, pitches the covers carelessly over the bed, and goes
downstairs.

Rachel’s bedroom door is shut, and Anatola can
see through the office window that her car is gone. After arriving
home in the middle of the night, she must have been up and gone by
early morning, unable to rest a moment longer than necessary in the
house she has grown to detest so. In the den, the sleeper sofa has
been neatly re-assembled.; the linens folded and set upon the
washer in the laundry alcove off the kitchen. Anatola pours a cup
of coffee, overheated and burnt, and walks through the lanai to the
backyard.

She watches Pyotr silently. He is tall and lank
with an athletic slim build like a swimmer or soccer player. His
golden hair flops in the vivid sun, flipping into his eyes, the one
starting to turn a radiant green and black amid the purple. His lip
where it had been split is swollen and oozing blood from his
raucous play. She can hear him across the lawn calling to the dogs
in Polish.

Sophie has zeroed in on Anatola’s presence and
with another joyous yelp, bounds over to her. The little dog is
fourteen years old, but without her white face, you’d never know
it. Bodean, baying like a bull moose follows behind, tail wagging,
running in crazed yelp-filled circles. Pyotr, seeing Anatola, moves
slowly towards her, the exuberance of his play fading with each
step.

“Dzien dobry, Pyotr.” Anatola says,
bending down and petting the dogs.

“Dzien dobry, Pani.”

“You were up early. Did you sleep all
right?”

“Yes, very well, dziekuje”

“The couch wasn’t too lumpy?”

“Oh, no. I have slept on much worse.”

Anatola sits at the patio table. “Come. Sit
down” Pyotr pulls out a chair and sits. “Would you like some
coffee?”

“No. No, dziekuje”

Out of nowhere spooked by some phantom only he
can see, Bodean suddenly rouses, bays furiously, and charges.

“He’s a funny guy.”

“Yes, he is a very funny guy. He scares the
pants off us half the time with that ba-roo of his”. They watch
Bodean at play. Sophie raises her head, sees the action and shakes
herself from sleep, trotting off to join her brother. “Did you have
a dog growing up?”

“A dog? No. My parents would never abide a
dog.”

“Why not?”

“Too messy. Too much work. Too much noise.” He
looks away from her. “Pani Debrowska…”

“Why don’t you call me Anatola?”

He nods his head and begins again. “Pani
Anatola… “

“Pyotr, you don’t have to call me
Pani.”

He drums his fingers on the glass top, that same
off-beat rhythm she saw when she glimpsed him through the coffee
shop window. “I don’t know what to say…That Russian guy made me so
angry, and I don’t even remember what he said.”

“To jest bez znaczenia”

“Nie. To jest nie bez znaczenia.” * He
rises, moving away from her, his hands jammed inside his pockets.
“My parents would be so ashamed of me.”

“I know this must be very hard for you.”

He turns to look back at her. A shadow flickers
across his face, a sudden darkness that tightens his features.

“I know you must miss them very much. Do you
have other family?”

“No.”

“No aunts or uncles? Your mother or father
didn’t have brothers or sisters?”

“There is no one.”

Suddenly, he bends down, picking up the ragged
yellow tennis ball he had been throwing for the dogs earlier. He
whistles shrilly. “Hey. Bodean. Look what I have for you.”

Pyotr rears back and throws the tennis ball, his
face in that moment contorted with a contained rage that startles
her. The ball sails

over Bodean’s head. Bodean bays happily and
gives chase, Sophie behind him. Pyotr lopes after the dogs, chasing
them, tumbling to the grass, wrestling the ball, throwing it again
and again, playing with a fury that seems to consume him.

(* It doesn’t matter.

* No. It is not without significance)

 


Anatola sits in the kitchen, preparing her
Social Studies lesson, World History, for her GED students for
tomorrow. She has set a chicken roasting with all the
trimmings—stuffing, mashed potatoes, green beans, and has even
baked a batch of brownies for dessert. Michael hasn’t left the shop
all day, and though she has called Rachel’s cell phone and left
several messages, she hasn’t heard from her. She may appear for
dinner, or she may not.

After his ferocious romp with the dogs, Anatola
drove Pyotr back to his hotel to fetch some clean clothes and
proper attire for his court date the next morning, to which she
will be able to take him as she does not have to be at work until
four. They spoke little on the ride to the hotel and back, Anatola
sowing seeds of conversation that Pyotr let drop like boulders into
a frigid pond. A reticence had returned to him, that stiff
formality of manner and speech she had seen when they first
met.

Upon returning home, Anatola went into the
kitchen where Michael, covered with sawdust, was filling his
thermos with yet another round of coffee. There was a sawdust trail
from the garage up over the stoop into the laundry room alcove and
across the kitchen to where the coffee pot sat burning away on the
red-tiled counter. Seeing the mess, Anatola, for once, held her
tongue. The last thing she needed was a confrontation over
sawdust.

Things were going well in his shop, and Michael
was uncustomarily chatty. He had had a stroke of artistic
inspiration, and was working in a creative frenzy, all other
sturm und drang forgotten. Animated, he was explaining his
new visual concept, but Anatola, preoccupied with Pyotr, worried
about Rachel heard little. Pyotr, however, was fascinated, asking
Michael questions about his work, about the wood, about the tools
he uses.

“My father worked with wood.”

“Really?”

“He built their house,” Anatola offers.

“He was a master carpenter,” Pyotr tells
him.

Surprisingly, Michael, perhaps still in the
blaze of creative bliss, perhaps seeking Anatola’s forgiveness for
his churlish behavior the night before, had offered to take Pyotr
into his studio to show him his work.

Later, Pyotr returned to the house, covered with
sawdust, which, unlike Michael, he shook from his clothes before
entering the kitchen. Showered and changed, he sleeps now on the
sofa in the den, a soccer match playing quietly on the television
as the chicken spits and roasts in the oven, the rich aroma of
double fudge brownies fills the air, and Anatola frowns over the
Egyptians wondering how to compress two thousand years of culture
and history into a forty-five minute sound bite.

Rachel returns in time for dinner, humming as
her key turns in the lock, calling out, “Hello!’ as she enters.
Michael and Rachel, then, both on their best behavior.

At dinner, Pyotr talks of growing up on the East
Coast in response to Rachel’s query. She was born in New York and
though they left the city when she was but an infant not yet one
year old, Rachel has always claimed an affinity, calling it her
spiritual home. (Anatola, who was born in Chicago and left there
also as an infant, harbors no affinity at all for the Windy City.)
Pyotr tells a story of snow and shoveling walks as a boy. There was
a man in the neighborhood none of the kids could stand he was so
mean and bitter. One day a storm had left the streets impassable.
Pyotr and his friends offered to shovel the man’s sidewalk for
free. Grouchily, the man agreed. Pyotr and his friends then
shoveled out a perfect maze twisting and turning from the street to
the man’s door. When they were done, they hightailed it to his
friend’s house where they crouched by an attic window to wait for
the man to discover what they’d done. The boys waited for hours,
but their patience was rewarded when the sour old codger finally
appeared. Looking at the maze, his jaw set and his eyes narrowed,
shaking his walking stick and cursing loudly, the man trudged
through the sharp turns, his hat bobbling angrily on his bulbous
head, the boys howling in their attic chamber. Pyotr is charming,
his blue eyes glimmering as he unfolds his tale, his mop of blonde
curls flopping in his eyes. Even Michael finds the story
amusing.

After dinner, Michael returns to his shop. Pyotr
helps clear the table, but Anatola shoos him away when he offers to
do the dishes. Anatola and Rachel work quietly side by side, Rachel
rinsing the dishes, placing them in the dishwasher; Anatola putting
the food away. Rachel turns to the pots and pans, filling the sink
with sudsy water.

“There are a lot of dishes, Mom.”

“It was a big dinner.”

Rachel scrubs the roasting pan, her face
contorted with the effort. “This stuff isn’t coming off.”

“Just fill it with water and let it soak.”

“I can get it.”

“You can let it soak if you want to.”

“It’s coming off.” She scrubs some more,
concentrated on her task. Anatola stands at the alert, ready to
pounce upon any entryway, any opening that can lead into any of the
hundreds of conversations that swirl in her mind, but Rachel scrubs
silently, closed off and protected from any parry.

Quietly from the living room they hear the soft
strains of the piano. The music swells: Chopin’s Polonaise in A
flat. The Heroic Polonaise. Rachel sets the pot aside, walking
around the corner into the living room, Anatola behind her.

Pyotr sits at the piano, transfixed, his hands
floating over the keyboard, the notes passionate and assured, his
head snapping with the force of the music. Rachel watches him
amazed. Her eyes glinting, she stalks slowly toward the piano, her
blonde mane tossed over one shoulder. This is her piano, the one
her parents’ bought for her, the one she rarely plays any more.
Horse’s hooves pound, the music swells triumphant, then closes.
Rachel applauds.

Startled, Pyotr glances up.

“Bravo,” Rachel says, still applauding. “I’ve
never heard that piece played quite that way before.”

“Do you play?’

“She used to play quite well.” The words
are out of Anatola’s mouth before she can clamp it shut. Rachel
spins toward her, those sapphire blues shooting daggers.

“Chopin?” Pyotr asks Rachel.

“Waltz in A flat minor.”

“Oh, that one is very lovely. Very sad and
melancholy.” He slides over to one side of the bench. “Play
it.”

“I haven’t played it in years.”

“One never forgets how to play Monsieur Chopin’s
music.”

The door to the kitchen opens. Michael is back
from the shop. Anatola can hear him in the kitchen, opening the
refrigerator, taking something out—milk? Water? Pouring himself a
glass, drinking it.

Rachel walks to the bench. She tosses the
dishrag she still carries aside. It lands on the floor beside the
piano like a gauntlet. She sits down next to Pyotr, and begins to
play. Michael comes into the living room. Anatola glances over at
him. Michael looks toward the piano, then pulls a chair from the
dining room table, sitting down quietly.

At the piano, Rachel stumbles badly. Color rises
to her cheeks. Anatola can see the splotched porcelain when Rachel
tosses her head in disgust at her clumsiness.

“Aha” Pyotr says to her, speaking gently. “It’s
the fingering”

“This is the fingering my teacher showed me,”
Rachel replies defiant, defensive.

“Yes, well, not all fingering works so well for
all people, no? Try, like this.” He demonstrates a different
fingering. “One, three, four—see? Like that.’

Reluctant, she tries the new fingering anyway.
”Hmmm.” She begins the piece again. She reaches the section that
had thrown her before, and with the new fingering sails smoothly
past. Her playing grows with confidence; Rachel lets herself go,
entering the music, playing with the abandon and passion that had
marked her as a rising pianist at such a young age. The mournful
notes fill the living room with longing and loss. Her eyes close as
she coaxes the last wistful notes. Beside her, Pyotr is silent as
the sound reverberating dissipates.

“Ah,” he finally speaks.

“One never forgets the music of Monsieur
Chopin,” she replies. She rises triumphant from the bench, glances
back at her mother, and stepping over the dishrag, quits the
room.

 


The next morning Anatola rises early and dresses
for court. Rachel will sleep in ‘til noon; her first class isn’t
until 12:30, one of the perks of leaving high school and going on
to college—she can arrange her schedule around her night owl
tendencies. Michael reads the paper in the living room, dogs at his
feet, sipping his morning coffee. Pyotr is dressed in a suit coat
and tie, his golden curls combed neatly, when Anatola descends the
stairs. Looking at him, she stifles a gasp. So handsome and
refined, so reminiscent of her father as she remembers him from her
childhood and from early photographs.

“Are you ready?’

“Yes. “

“Let’s go then.”

Anatola gathers up her keys, pours a go mug of
coffee. Michael glances up from his paper.

“Good luck with the hearing. I’m sure
it’ll be nothing to worry about.”

“Thank-you, sir.” Pyotr extends his hand.
Michael takes it. “Thank you for having me in your home.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He turns to Anatola.
“Drive carefully.”

“Will do.”

The Van Nuys Court House is barely a twenty
minute drive, depending on traffic from where Anatola lives. This
morning the traffic is heavier than usual, and Anatola bogs down on
Van Owen St. Beside her, Pyotr is quiet. He sits straight and
tensed, his face pale, the bruising around his eye vibrant in
contrast. The lane she is in is at an infuriating standstill as the
light at the corner changes from red to green to yellow and to red
again. Frustrated, Anatola groans. “Oh!”

“Nothing is moving.”

“It looks like some kind of roadblock at the
corner.”

“Are we going to be late?”

“No.” She glances at the car clock. 7:25. They
are supposed to be in court at 8 sharp. “I don’t think so. We’re
not too far away.”

“They don’t like it when you’re late.”

A space opens up on her right. Sharply she veers
the car into that lane, inching forward to an alley that she turns
onto. “This will take us through to Victory. It’s a wider
street.”

With her maneuvering, she gets them to Victory
quickly, which is more open. They are at the courthouse and parked
in twenty minutes.

Anatola and Pyotr get out of the car and climb
down the steps that lead to the Courthouse Complex. Pyotr seems to
grow paler the nearer they draw.

“Come this way.” Anatola tells him, leading him
towards the building they are supposed to enter.

“Wait.”

Pyotr stops before the double wide glass doors
written large with Superior Court. Foot traffic swirls
around them, jostling.

“Pyotr, we can’t be late.”

“Please. Just a moment.”

He looks so pale now, she is afraid he might be
sick.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. No.” He glances away from her.
“Pani… I haven’t told you the whole truth.”

Her gut clenches.

“I have been in trouble before.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“I’ve been arrested before.”

She’s bumped from behind. An overweight man
carrying a briefcase over brimming with papers pushes her
ungracefully aside. Anatola grabs Pyotr’s arm, steering him away
from the Courthouse doors with an iron grip. “Come on. Let’s get
out of the traffic flow.”

She takes him to the edge of the quad which is
banked with trees and lined with wooden benches. This time of the
morning, the area is empty .

“When.”

“In Massachusetts. Chicopee.”

“When, Pyotr? How old were you?”

“Once when I was maybe seventeen.”

“Once?”

“Yes. I was young then. A juvenile.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing, they…”

“You have got to tell me the truth now. Do you
understand? I need to know everything, right now.”

“They gave me community service. Three months. I
performed this service. That was it. They said the record would be
expunged.”

“And the other time?”

“After my mother died. Before I came here.”

“Jesus. You were an adult then. What happened
that time?’

“I was driving…”

“You’d been drinking?”

“Yes.”

“You had an accident?”

“Yes.”

“Did you hurt anyone?”

“No! No. It was just me. I had too much to
drink. I lost control. The car hit the side of the bridge.”

“And you were arrested?”

“Yes. The Police came.”

“Was the charge a DUI?”

“Yes.”

Anatola glances out over the quad. The crowd is
thinning. She looks at her watch. Ten minutes to eight.

“I wish you’d told me.”

“I should have. I know. I had just met you. I
was afraid if you knew…”

“What?”

“What would you have done? This person turns up
on your doorstep, claiming to be your son who is a criminal.”

“You are not a criminal. If I had known, I
could’ve gotten you council. I could have gotten someone who could
help.”

“What do you think will happen now?” He looks so
young, so vulnerable, so much more in this moment like a boy than a
man.

“I don’t know, Pyotr. I don’t know the law. The
Police Officer said you had no priors when you were released to me.
I don’t know if that’s changed now or not, if they’ve done a more
extensive search and found the records from Massachusetts.”

“The judge, from the DUI, he said he was giving
me a second chance. He knew my mother had just passed away, and so
he was forgiving. But he warned me, if I get in trouble again,
there would be no more chances.”

She cups his chin, forcing him to look at her.
“That judge is 3000 miles away and across the country. The police
found nothing. It’s almost eight o’clock. We don’t want to be late.
Come on.”

Reluctantly, he rises.

“Pyotr. Whatever happens, I won’t abandon you,
you understand? I’ll be here, whatever happens in there.”

 


In the courtroom, Pyotr sits before the judge
with a roomful of offenders—young men and women tattooed, sprouting
rings and bars from various body parts including their tongues,
wearing gangster garb and tight bodices that is sure to win the
judge’s favor, older defendants dressed more suitably, some
carrying briefcases, others satchels and paper bags stuffed with
documents they hope will win them release. The young Russian man,
Ivan, is nowhere to be found. When Pyotr is called to stand before
the judge, he looks frightened and small even from the back, which
is all Anatola can see as her seat is in the last row of the
courtroom. The charge is read. Before court convened the baliff
read through all the rules and regulations of court procedure, one
of which detailed how to plead, how to decide whether to plead
guilty or not guilty, when you plead, what happens if you plead one
way or the other. The bailiff overstuffed and sweaty in his brown
uniform read in a monotone rife with mispronunciations that served
to obfuscate rather than illuminate the facts so densely that
Anatola could not follow. She can’t imagine what Pyotr thought.
Perhaps since he has been in this situation before, she notes
wryly, he will know better what to do than she can fathom.

The judge is speaking to Pyotr. She is asking
him how long he has been in California, has he come for business or
pleasure. Though frightened, Pyotr answers the questions
forthrightly. He has only just arrived. He has come looking for
relatives he had not met before. He doesn’t understand how he could
act so foolishly, he is ashamed of his behavior and begs the
court’s forgiveness. He appears sincere and honest, and the judge
listens to him attentively. She is about Anatola’s age. Perhaps she
has just such a wayward son who causes her agita and worry. The
judge asks him if he has the funds to pay the fine; Pyotr turns
quickly to the back of the room. Anatola stands up. “We do, your
honor.”

“And you are…”

“The relative Pyotr was seeking.”

Though she didn’t mean to be amusing, a ripple
of laughter filters through the courtroom. Anatola expects the
judge to hammer her gavel (though there is no gavel evident on the
judge’s desk) and order silence, but instead, she smiles.

“You have some very nice relatives.” She says to
Pyotr. “You are a very lucky young man.”

“Yes, your Honor. I know this.”

And that’s it. Pyotr’s case is dismissed pending
payment of fine. Apparently the Van Nuys Courthouse did no more
thorough checking than the Van Nuys Police had done.

Another bailiff escorts Pyotr out the courtroom
door, where Anatola joins him. They are told where to go to pay the
fine.

“We’re finished? That’s all?’ Pyotr asks.

“Not unless you’d rather be trundled off to
jail,” he responds.

 


Driving back home where Pyotr will pick up his
things before she returns him to his hotel, he is still shaken. He
has dodged a bullet, and he knows it.

The house is quiet. Michael is in his shop;
Rachel has left early for school. Pyotr goes to the den where he
packs up the few things he brought with him.

“Of course I will pay back the fine. And the
bail. I can get the money on the way back to the hotel if we stop
at an ATM.”

“That’s not important.”

“To me, it is very important.”

“All right, then, if you insist.”

“I insist.”

She watches him fold his clothes neatly and set
them in his overnight bag, preparing to leave. “Are you
hungry?”

“No. Thank-you.”

“You haven’t eaten anything. I can make you a
sandwich.”

“I have indulged your hospitality far too
much as it is.”

“I’ve enjoyed your company.” He continues
packing, not looking at her. “Let me make you something to eat at
least before you go”

“Pani, prozce. It’s okay. It’s
enough.”

She nods. “What are you going to do now?”

“Go back. I don’t belong here.”

“Please, don’t say that.”

“I came, bringing nothing but trouble.”

“Pyotr, no.”

His eyes flash suddenly with fury. “I don’t
belong anywhere.”

“No…”

“Czy pani rozumie? Pani, prozce,
sluchac.” He throws the overnight bag onto the chair. “ Jest
tem nic nie warty. Nie naleze tujai!”

“Pyotr. Nie rozumie. Angielski. Prosz,
Pyotr…” **

“You’d better understand! I am no good! I belong
nowhere!” He yanks the bag from the chair, moving away towards the
door.

“Pyotr, please. Talk to me!”

“You don’t have to drive me. The hotel is not so
far.”

“Pyotr, prozce! Mow do mnie!”
**

He stops, turning to look at her. He sets the
bag down.

“All my life, I have felt I belong nowhere.”

He walks away from her, avoiding her eyes. “When
I was a boy, I thought this is what all children feel. This is
normal. But as I grew older, as I had more friends and went to
their houses to play, I could see that this was not normal. This
was not the way all children felt.” He runs slender graceful
fingers through his golden curls.

(*Do you understand? Lady, please
listen.

I am worth nothing! I am nothing!

**Pyotr, I don’t understand. English.
Please.

Talk to me!)

 


“My parents were older, they spoke only Polish,
my house was very quiet, austere, yes, this was all very different
from my friends, but that wasn’t what made me feel so alien. There
was something else underneath, something else buried. After my
father died, my mother and I were alone in that house that he
built. She was always very distant, my mother, cold. It was my
father who brought joy. After he died, the distance between us grew
even greater. Living in that house was like living in a sepulcher.
But I stayed because she needed me. She needed me to work, to pay
bills, to care for her. The stroke came without forewarning. Sudden
and powerful. It left her helpless. She could not speak. She could
barely move. The doctors worked with her, nurses, therapists, but
nothing helped. Day after day, she lay at home in her bed, her eyes
the only thing with any life left to them. When I would enter her
room, she would follow my every movement with those haunted
eyes.”

He halts, the restless pacing arrested. Anatola
sits silently, waiting for him to continue.

“Then one day when I came home from work, I went
to check on her as I always did. She was sitting up in her bed; the
nurse had left her that way. I could see her beckon me with those
eyes. I went to her, and she reached out for me. I couldn’t believe
it. For weeks she had been unable to move, lying as still as death,
and now, suddenly, she reached out with one hand and pulled me down
beside her. There were tears filling her eyes, flowing down her
cheeks. She was moaning. It was a horrible sound, the moaning of
lost souls. Through her moans, she whispered to me in Polish.
‘Nie jestes moim synem.” His voice catches.” You are not my
son.”

“Pyotr…” She goes to him.

“She couldn’t die with this on her
conscience. She could not die with me believing I was her natural
son.” She stands before him silent, wanting to reach out to him, to
draw him close, to hold him in her arms, to rock the pain that
stings his eyes away. But she is afraid to approach, afraid even to
breathe, afraid to break the fragile firmament that will send him
spinning away.

“I never knew,” Pyotr continues. “All my
life, and I never knew. They never told me.”

Anatola unable to hold herself back any longer,
reaches for him. He pushes abruptly away, walking briskly past her,
his back turned to her, swiping at his eyes with fury.

“I have to go.” He says, finally turning
back around, his visage clamped shut, a mask of stone and ice, his
eyes hard and glinting blue.

She drives him to his hotel. He sits in stoic
stillness, his only words to remind her to please stop at a bank
where he can withdraw money with which to repay her. She doesn’t
want to take his money. My God, isn’t that the least she can do?
But she will not insist. She knows what he will say.

At the hotel, he thanks her stiffly, and exits
the car. He vanishes up the steps and into the hotel that swallows
him whole into its ether. She does not know if she will she ever
see him again.

 


 


 Chapter
Three

 


Clarisse and Alka

 


Anatola sits at the desk in the office paying
the monthly bills. It is nearly two weeks since Pyotr has left
California, and she has not heard from him. She’s called his cell
phone many times, leaving messages in English and Polish—as broken
and inept as her Polish is—hoping that perhaps the use of the
native language might spur him to respond, but to no avail. The
card he’d given her when they first met has his home phone number
and address, even an e-mail address, all of which she has
contacted, none of which he has responded to.

Pyotr, her son, had blown into her life with the
devastation of a tornado, with force and recklessness and
excitement, leaving debris and a hole in her heart in his wake.
She’d told Michael nothing of his revelations to her—neither about
his past indiscretions with the law, or his childhood and the
deathbed confession of his adoptive mother. Michael, still on fire
with his newest inspiration was wholly occupied in his shop, often
there before dawn until far past dark, convinced this was the one,
the concept, the design (a design she has yet to see) that would
catapult him to the top of his field once again. He was also, she
believed, secretly relieved that Pyotr had come and gone so
quietly, with such little upheaval. She didn’t divulge to him the
upheaval in her heart.

She tortured herself with Pyotr’s revelations,
with constant thoughts of how she could have kept him. She could
have stayed with her grandmother, moved in with Ev and John,
perhaps even Alka and Milos—why not to New York with Clarisse? She
had family. Why hadn’t she fought harder to protect her son?

After Pyotr had gone as if he had never been,
the three in her home began again to spin off into their personal
orbits—Michael to his shop, Rachel to college and the friends she
never brings home, Anatola to the drudgery of her monotonous
soul-draining routine.

One day, home from school feet propped up in the
den watching another vulgar comedian, Rachel asks casually where
Pyotr has been. Anatola tells her he has returned east, and Rachel
quips, “What did you do, Ma, run him off?”

The comment cuts her like a whip. Hot tears
spring to her eyes; she flees the den for her bedroom upstairs,
Rachel, startled calling after her. “I was just kidding, Mom.
Jesus!”

How could she understand, really? Good Lord,
Anatola prays she will never have to.

Finishing the bills, Anatola discovers that yet
again, they are out of money. Yet again she will have to borrow
from the mutual funds or Michael’s life insurance policy. Her life
insurance has long since been drained with just enough remaining to
avoid heavy taxes and penalties. She doesn’t make enough money to
support the family. She’s told Michael that numerous times.
Numerous times the discussion has ended with his promise to seek
paying work. Numerous times, he has not. She’s never asked him to
give up his art. She never would. All she wants is some help.

Anatola pulls the form to request a loan from
the life insurance file, and fills it in, addressing the envelope,
affixing the stamp, setting it in the mailbox for the postman who
will appear around noon. They can’t go one like this. Rachel’s
education is practically free now, she lives at home and the in
state tuition for California’s community colleges, despite the
continued rises, is still absurdly low. But she will be
transferring to a University in a year and a half, and even if she
stays close to home, she’s going to want to live on her own, and
the cost of tuition at the UC’s is not the same as at the community
colleges. If they don’t stop borrowing, if they don’t start earning
a living wage again, if Michael doesn’t start earning a living wage
again, they will go through everything, and end up in that
Depression era poorhouse Michael’s father so constantly
invoked.

For the first time in a very long time, Anatola
rises and heads for Michael’s shop.

 


“Knock, knock,” she calls out entering.

“Hey,” he responds, surprised at her appearance
there.

Immediately, she is struck by the pieces of
Michael’s new vision. Layers of impossibly thin veneered wood
pressed together in a mosaic of wood grain design that hums with
vibrancy, shimmering in golden tones and crafted into pieces of
furniture—chairs, tables, stands, the functionary piece blooming
organically from the natural contours of the wood. Anatola
gasps.

“What do you think?”

She doesn’t speak. She goes to the wood, running
her hand across the lacquered surface; the wood is warm and
yielding to her touch, alive, viable, breathing, exquisite.
“They’re marvelous, Michael.” He is a magnificent artist; his work
should be selling all over the world. If there were any justice,
any rightness of things in the universe, he should never have to do
anything but create.

But then, nor should she.

If there is divine justice, perhaps man is not
allowed to know its scales until he passes from this earthly plane
to the angelic realm. Here on earth, money comes in pretty handy,
bub.

His studio is filled with the new pieces, his
old ones pushed to the sides. Anatola wonders if Pyotr helped
Michael move them. Michael couldn’t have done it himself.

“Amazing.”

“Luther’s convinced they can sell.”

“Has he booked a show for you?”

“Not yet. But he has a lot of leads out. And I
have pictures of everything online.”

In order to break even, these pieces will have
to sell at a considerable price just to cover the materials; to
make a living wage, the price will have to be much higher. For an
established artist, a hot commodity, the sky can be the limit. For
Michael, an artist who many in that fashion-conscious, fad-driven
industry consider to have peaked (indeed, many newbies on that
treacherous scene are too young or too green to even have known of
his work) it will be a formidable task.

“Michael…” There’s no other way to say it.
“We’re out of money.”

That moment of sweet ecstasy when the tenuous
revelation of his soul has been deemed fine shatters. “What do you
mean we’re out of money?”

“I just had to send a request to the life
insurance company for a loan against your policy.”

“Then we’re not out of money.”

She moves away from him, hating the anger
snapping in his eyes, the tension rising in his voice. Hating that
she has to be the instrument of his disillusion. “We can’t keep
borrowing against our savings like this.”

“What do you want me to do,
Lo?”

“What about the studios, Michael? We talked
before about you contacting the studios again.”

“I don’t know anyone there anymore. Jesus
Christ, Lo, I told you that. All the producers are twenty-something
MBAs who don’t know a Pollack from a Picasso, and wouldn’t
recognize a true artistic expression if I ran one up their
ass.”

“Well, what about teaching, then? You were going
to look into teaching once.”

“At the very least you need a
master’s.”

“Not if you have experience, real life
experience.”

“Do you know how many PhD’s are out there
looking for teaching jobs in the arts?”

“Your own students. Your own studio.”

“That’s a guaranteed income all right. That’ll
put us right there on easy street.”

“Then what? What do you suggest?”

“How about Budweiser, Lo?”

“Michael…”

“I’ll work the night shift. That’ll leave my
days free to work here”

“I’m not asking you to get a job at
Budweiser.”

“Then what are you asking? Just what do you want
me to do?”

“Michael, you’re talented. You’re smart. We
don’t need that much more to make ends meet. If you would just find
something, part time…”

“Like what, Lo.” His voice has risen to full
volume. “Tell me, like what.” He points to one of his superb
renderings. “This is what I do! This is what I have trained to do
and what I have done my whole life!” He picks up a chisel and hurls
it across the room. It clatters against the far wall, tumbling to
the floor.

“Michael!”

“Goddamn it! This is what I know how to
do!”

 


Over the years through the stagnant sales and
slow decline, she has offered one creative suggestion after
another. Besides the film studios, teaching, his own studio, she
has suggested design, working with builders, architects—none fool
proof, of course not—but something that might lead to something
else that might produce just enough income to cobble together a
comfortable living without siphoning off all their resources. After
all, this is what she has had to do. Occasionally, after one of the
more heated discussions, he would resolve to find something, and
for that moment, she would be flooded with relief. But he would
follow through only with the briefest of fits and starts that soon
dwindled back to nothing. He couldn’t see himself as anything other
than what he was, than what he had always been, an artist unique
unto himself.

Anatola returns to the house, shaken by this
confrontation. He has gotten angry before, raised his voice, even
slammed his fist down onto the table. But he has never thrown
something across the room before. Not in her presence. Not in the
midst of even their most heated discussions. Anatola feels they are
on a slow march towards dissolution.

She goes up to the bedroom, closes the door, and
calls Clarisse. Though not close as children, Anatola and Clarisse
as adults have forged a bond built on the struggles and triumphs of
marriage, children, work, and career. It is to each other they turn
when a rocky shoal rears treacherous waters. When Pyotr made his
sudden appearance into her life, it was Clarisse she’d called,
swearing her to secrecy from the rest of the family at least for
now. She couldn’t bring herself to tell Michael about Pyotr’s
brushes with the law, but she’d told Clarisse, certain of her
understanding and wisdom as she had a teenage son of her own who
had stumbled along that same precarious pathway. There were no
secrets between the sisters now. Clarisse was privy to all the
turbulence and turmoil of Anatola’s life, and of her most recent
war to keep her family afloat financially, intact emotionally, a
war Anatola feels she is waging alone and with little success.

Anatola relays to her sister the latest skirmish
on the financial front. Clarisse’s husband, Malcolm, is in
commercial real estate, and their own fortunes have swung wildly up
and down depending on the vagaries of the market, and his penchant
for borrowing liberally from secured resources for property
investments that sometimes are a boom, but often as not a bust.
They both married stubbornly independent strong-minded men who
detest the nine to five world and working under the control of
anyone but themselves. They both married their father.

“What are you going to do?” Clarisse asks her
distraught sister.

“I don’t know. I’ve tried to get more hours at
work substituting and taking as many Saturdays as they’ll let me
sign up for, but it’s not enough. I’ve sent applications to all the
other local community colleges, but I work in non-credit, and
credit looks down their noses at non-credit and I don’t even get
past the first round. Not that I would even want to. This isn’t
what I want to do when I grow up. But it’s money. It is good
money.”

“And you can’t get more hours in your
division?”

“Sixty per cent rule. I’m at sixty per cent.”
This was state law mandating that adjunct faculty could work no
more than sixty per cent of a full teaching load in their
discipline legislated to prevent institutions from hiring only
part-time faculty, thus having little or no full-time payroll. The
problem was it prevented nothing of the sort, creating only
“freeway flyers,” part-timers who flew from one college to the next
in order to build enough hours to make a living.

“Michael has simply got to do something.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“No?”

“How many years has it been, Clara? Six?
Seven?”

“You think the new pieces will
sell?”

“They should sell. They’re astonishing, Clara,
they really are. But you know how fickle this market is. Who the
hell knows what’s going to take off and what’s going to sit in his
studio collecting dust.” Anatola wants to tell Clarisse about the
chisel, about what she thinks the violent outburst signifies, about
her growing fears for her marriage, but she hesitates, unwilling to
voice her deepest terror, that her family is ripping apart, and no
matter what she does, she will not be able to salvage it

“How’s Rachel?” Clarisse breaks into her
thoughts.

“The same. Never home. Dreaming about
emancipation.”

Clarisse snorts. “She’ll be eighteen soon, off
to University and dreaming about coming home.”

“I don’t think so. Not Rachel. She can’t wait to
get out of here and never look back.”

“Wait.” Clarisse pauses a moment, taking a sip
of coffee, or perhaps a Manhattan. “And Pyotr?” She mangles the
pronunciation, making the name sound more French than Polish.
Pe-to-ray.

“Pyotr.” Anatola corrects her.

Clarisse doesn’t try again. “Have you heard
anything from him?”

Anatola blinks back sudden tears. “No.”

“Well, that one I can help with. You need to
come here.”

“What?”

“If Mohammed won’t go to the mountain…”

“Go back East?”

“Why not? He appeared out of the blue on your
doorstep.”

“Oh, Jesus” Anatola’s heart begins to race. “I
don’t know. We haven’t got any money, Clarisse.”

“Tola, what in God’s sake does this have to do
with money? Why do you think God made credit cards?

“I can’t just take off from school.’

“Don’t you have spring break coming up?”

Her heart thumps faster. “Yes.”

“Rachel and Michael will survive a week without
you.”

“They’ll probably thrive.”



“Probably.”

“That’s not nice.”

“You said it first. “

“I’m sure they wouldn’t even miss me.”

“Yes they would, even if they don’t know it, and
in any case, they will be just fine, and you need to go to your son
now. When’s your break?”

“It starts April sixteenth.”

Clarisse is quiet a moment. “Mine, too.”

“The day Mom died,” they say together.

“I have no idea what to expect. How he’ll
be…”

“That’s why I’ll meet you in Massachusetts.”

“Really?”

“I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

“Clara…”

“Tola, I’d really like to meet my nephew. We can
stay at Alka’s.”

“I’d rather get a hotel. I’d rather not deal
with Milos and Lydia.”


“Lydia’s not there anymore.”

“That won’t last long.”

“No. By the time we arrive, she’ll probably have
already dumped husband number three and be back. I’ll call Alka and
tell her to expect us.”

And so, heart thudding like a runaway train,
Anatola hangs up the phone and gets on the computer, searching for
the cheapest flight from LAX (or Burbank) to Bradley, International
that will take her to her son and the Pandora’s Box he left
unopened between them.

 


That night she tells her family at dinner that
she is going to the East Coast for spring break. Michael, a forkful
of lasagna halfway to his mouth, sets the fork down, turning those
smoky blues upon her.

“You came into my shop this afternoon,
interrupting my work, to tell me we were out of money.”

“We’re out of money again?” Rachel pipes in.

“And not three hours later you announce blithely
that you are flitting off to the East Coast on vacation for a
week?”

“This is not a vacation. I’m going to see
family.”

“I want to go.” Rachel says.

“Your break is not the same as mine, “Anatola
responds.

“I can get the work for my classes. They’re all
brain-dead anyway. If we go and come back on the weekend, I’d only
be missing four days since I don’t have classes on Friday.”

The last thing Anatola needs is demanding Rachel
in tow. “It’s not a good idea, Rache.”

“They’re my family, too.”

“We can go again this summer.”

“Great,” Michael growls. “Why not plan an
Alaskan cruise? Perhaps a trip to Europe?”

“I’m dying to go to Europe!” Rachel cries

“We don’t have the money, Rachel,” Michael
barks. “Your mother told me only today we are broke and headed for
the poorhouse.”

“That is not what I said!”

“Did you or did you not come into my shop this
afternoon and tell me we are out of money?”

God, he could be so infuriating! For an artist
it was mind boggling how often he saw the world in the stark relief
of black and white with no gradations of grey.

“Yes, that’s what I said. But it doesn’t mean we
don’t have a single penny to our name.”

“No, of course not. Not when there’s something
you want to do.”

“If you guys are going to fight, I’m leaving.”
Rachel tells them pointedly. Then suddenly, the realization hits
her. She turns to Anatola. “You don’t want me there, do you?”

“You have school, Rachel.”

“Don’t give me that, Mom. You’re going to see
Pyotr, and you don’t want me in the way.”

“Is that why you’re going, Lo?”

“Isn’t it, Mom?”

“Rachel…”

“Isn’t it!”

Anatola can’t find the words to answer. Her
sharp persistent daughter has discerned the truth and nothing
Anatola can say will change that. Rachel, incensed throws her
napkin on her plate and stomps from the room, doors slamming in her
wake.

“Good work, Lo.”

“Michael…”

“No, no, great work. Look, don’t worry about a
thing. I’ll rustle up a job at Budweiser, or maybe up there at CSUN
doing security and have your jaunt paid for by the time you get
back. No, wait, I have an even better idea, I’ll go out to my shop,
gather up all that crap I’ve wasted my time hobbling together over
these last several weeks, over these past several lifetimes, pack
it all up, haul it out to the saw mill, and have it ground down
into something really useful like paper.” Like father like
daughter. Michael tosses his napkin onto his plate, and walks out
of the room.

It doesn’t occur to either of them, in their
righteous indignation, that there is a kitchen full of dirty
dishes, and plates of food to be put away. Anatola feels her neck
clamping, her shoulders tightening and the vague early formation of
a migraine swarming about her head.

 


With spring break just three weeks away, Anatola
offers herself up for as many extra hours at work as are available.
The sixty per cent rule does not apply to substitute teaching nor
to special projects such as curriculum development or grant
writing. She explains to her colleagues that there is an emergency
in her family back East, which there is, and they are kind,
rallying around her, giving over all their extra assignments so
that she may be able to earn the money for her trip.

She works sometimes twelve hours a day, from
7:30 in the morning until 10:00 at night, sometimes with no break,
sometimes with two or three hours between shifts. The breaks are
not quite long enough to drive home and then back again, and home
is really not where she wants to be right now. The battle has
stalemated into a cold war, with each fighting faction hunkered
down in his foxhole, nursing his gashed soul, plotting revenge in
deadly silence. Anatola dares not speak of Pyotr. She keeps his
lack of communication, her fears for him, her hurt heart to her own
still counsel. How could she dare display her wounds to these two
seething brooding units?

The night before she is leaving, she goes to
Rachel’s room. She had asked her daughter specifically to be home
that evening, and surprisingly, Rachel had complied. She and
Michael have co-existed in a frosty inapproachable civility that
has numbed her. But she will not leave for a week without smoothing
the way with her daughter.

“Hey, sweetheart.”

“Hey.” Distant. Cold.”

“How you doing?”

“Fine.”

And because she can think of no other opener.
“All your homework done?” Which, of course, is a total non-starter
and possibly the worst thing she could have said.

“You don’t have homework in college, Mom” Rachel
shoots at her in fury, her indignation making “Mom’ sound like a
four letter word. “You think I’m still in middle school?”

“No, darling. I don’t.” Anatola sits on the edge
of the bed, not rising to Rachel’s fury, but foregoing anymore
disastrous openers. “This has nothing to do with you
sweetheart.”

“Right.”

“Honey, I don’t know if he will even see
me.”

“What do you mean he won’t see you? He came
looking for you, right?”

“Yes. But he left. And I haven’t heard from him.
He won’t return any of my calls.”

“Why not?”

“That’s what I need to find out.”

“And I would just complicate things.”

“Sweetheart, I love you. You are my sweetest
pea. This is just something I have to do on my own.”

“But it isn’t fair. I’m your daughter. You’re my
mom. He doesn’t even know you and you don’t know him. I’ve been
with you my whole life. He just appears out of the ether someplace,
and I’ve been with you my whole life.”

“Exactly.” Anatola takes Rachel’s hand, hoping
the prescient words Rachel has just uttered will boomerang back and
enlighten their source. “I am not choosing one child over another.
I am going to the child in need, even if he decides he wants
nothing more to do with me.” She doesn’t add, “After I abandoned
him to an austere stilted household and a mother cold and
bitter.”

 


Later, as she finishes packing, Michael enters
the bedroom.

“You’ve got everything?”

“Yes.”

“Tickets?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t forget your contact lens stuff.”

“That’s you who always does that.”

She sets her suitcase on the linen chest, and
moves to the bathroom, arranging her toiletries for her carry on.
He follows her, leaning against the doorjamb.

“Luther thinks he might have a couple
bookings.”

“That’s good.”

“I have a few bites over the Internet.”

“Good.” She shuts the carry on, zipping it
closed “I’ve taken a lot of extra shifts at work.”

“I noticed, Lo.”

“The ticket is paid for.” She walks past him to
the dresser. “You don’t have to worry about Budweiser or CSUN.”

“For the moment.”

She pulls out a nightgown from the dresser
drawer. “I want to see my sister, Michael. I want to see Alka.”

“You want to see your son.”

“Yes.”

“Have you thought, Lo, that perhaps he doesn’t
want to see you?”

“Yes.”

“Like that kid, what’s his name, he was a friend
of Rachel’s…”

“Tyler…”

“Yeah, Tyler. Cherokee kid, right?”

“Yes. Part.”

“Right. He went looking for his Dad, remember?
Found him right over there in Costa Mesa. Went out there that one
day, Rachel went with him, had a big dinner, whole family was
there, the Dad’s wife, passel of half brothers and sisters,
everything was so great, they even had a room all set up for him
whenever he wanted to stop over and visit…”

“And Tyler never saw him again.”

“And Tyler never saw him again. Went that one
time and never again.” He crosses to the window, gazing out. It’s
dark now, the San Gabriel’s masked by the night. “Sometimes the
years create just too much distance. Sometimes it’s best to just
let things alone.”

Anatola knows she can’t just let this thing
alone. Anatola doesn’t just let things alone. And even as Michael
says it, this is something he knows, too

 


The flight from LA to Hartford is long, tedious,
and turbulent. Anatola, in order to get the cheapest ticket
available, has to change planes three times, passing though Dallas,
St. Louis, and Boston. The journey takes over nine hours. She could
have gone to Florence. She could have gone to Krakow, where she has
never been. By the time she arrives at Bradley International she is
frazzled, her nerves jangled and frayed. Clarisse greets her at
baggage, hugging her little sister exuberantly.

Anatola’s clothes are clammy and sticky with a
sheen of nervous cold sweat, her underarms sour, her teeth covered
with a fine fur, her mouth parched and smelling, her make-up
smudged black beneath her eyes, her hair matted down and straggly.
Beaming, Clarisse wraps her in a hard hug. “You look
beautiful.”

Clarisse has at least three inches on Anatola,
that extra height giving her a slender lanky look despite the few
extra pounds she might carry from family strife and peri-menopause.
She wears her brown hair clipped short and sprinkled with golden
highlights. Her eyes are neither the sky blue of Edwin and Anatola,
nor the deep amber liquid brown of Helen, but a soft light green
that can turn pearly grey depending on her mood and what she is
wearing. Her eyes spark now like emeralds.

“I look like shit. You look fabulous.”

“Maybe you feel like shit, but you wear it
well.”

Clarisse grabs up Anatola’s suitcase, and
hustles them out the door and into her waiting car parked curbside
and illegally.

“How was the flight?”

“Horrid.”

“Par for the course these days, eh?”

Clarisse pulls away from the curb and inches
onto the highway headed northwest for Massachusetts.

“Alka’s expecting us. She’s all excited. She
can’t wait to see you”

“Is Lydia there?”

“No, apparently Number Three is still holding.
They have discovered a shared interest—a love of exotic
creatures.”

“Snakes?”

“Boa constrictors.”

“Jesus.”

“They have three. They buy white mice at the pet
store to feed them.”

“I can’t believe a pet store would sell live
creatures for consumption.’

“Exotic pet store. They gotta eat
something.”

The quirky child Lydia had grown into an
idiosyncratic adult. Her father, Milos, had made a fortune in
business, and Lydia had been brought up with all the comforts money
could buy, in an enclave of rich suburbanites with children from
homes of wealth and privilege, lacking nothing it would seem, save,
perhaps, a steady parental hand. The one thing above all Lydia
longed for was the approval of Milos, and approval was something
Milos was not wont to give.

In the early 50’s, Milos and Clarisse and
Anatola’s father Edwin had started an electronics factory in South
Hadley that expanded more quickly than anyone had dared to hope. A
second factory was soon built in Denver, Edwin overseeing that
operation. Why it was Edwin who was chosen for this duty they never
could figure out, but as was his wont Edwin complied and went to
Denver, commuting back and forth to Chicopee every three weeks,
which was not near often enough for the children or for his wife
Helen.

Charming, suave, slender with an athletic supple
build, Edwin was handsome and kind-hearted with an ease of presence
that drew people to him. He was wise and amusing and could hold an
audience spell bound with the stories he wove, blue eyes twinkling,
that placed him often as not as the butt of the joke, the fool
defeated in his fool’s errand. Edwin, the father, the husband, the
boss was adored.

Milos, on the other hand was feared. He was a
calculating man, mysterious and remote who cut a striking figure,
fit and stalwart, commanding; his hair silver, having turned before
he was out of his thirties. Unlike Edwin’s gentle self-effacing
humor, Milos’s humor was sardonic. He would tease the most
vulnerable, seeking the weakest link, swooping down upon the target
without pity. Edwin couldn’t stand cruelty, but Milos, it seemed,
thrived on it.

It was just these opposite natures, the negative
and positive aspects as of a photograph that made the partnership
succeed so well. Edwin would draw potential clients or investors or
associates in with his charm and wit and humor; then, once primed,
Milos would go in for the kill, sealing the deal with whatever it
took. Their horizons continued to expand. Over the years, they
developed associates though out the United States and Europe, their
business deals expanding into Switzerland, Germany, and Poland, and
across the vast stretch of desert to the Middle East and Saudi
Arabia and even over the ocean to the Philippines. Their fortunes
continued to grow (Milos’ somehow always more rapidly, bigger and
better than Edwin’s), and the families prospered. During these
formative years, Clarisse and Anatola grew up in a household of
joy. In Alka’s home, however, the temperature was wobbly.

As cold-blooded as he could be in business,
Milos at home could be even more isolated, often preferring
solitude and silence. Alka, capable of great love and warmth,
craved the attention of her husband as much as Lydia did her
father. Before Alka had married, and before she had a child,
Anatola remembered her singing to them in her high, clear voice,
reading bedtime stories, whispering about the fairies that lived in
the beams of the lampposts out side their bedroom window. When
their Coici would put them to bed, the girls would make Alka
drag the twin beds across the floor so they stood next to each
other side by side. The girls had her lie across the bottoms of the
beds, her body equally touching each, so jealous were they that one
might have more of Coici Alka than the other.

“Are we going straight to Alka’s?” Anatola
asks.

“Where would you like to go, Tola?”

Anatola pulls the card out of her pocket she has
worn thin with rubbing. It is the card Pyotr gave her with his home
address and phone number. She holds it up to Clarisse.

“That’s his address?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, I can’t read it in the dark. Where does
he live?”

 


In less than an hour, Clarisse pulls her rental
up to the curb in front of 435 Oak Street and parks. Before
arriving, they had stopped at the Friendlys Restaurant in Chicopee
Center so Anatola could wash her face (and her armpits) and apply
fresh make-up. She’s done what she can with her airplane hair.

From the street, Anatola can see this is the
same house from the photograph Pyotr had showed her. The photograph
must’ve been fifteen years old, but the house looks the same, well
cared for, trim and neat, and boasting a new coat of paint. He must
have just re-painted, possibly this past summer, perhaps as his
mother lie debilitated and slowly dying, her eyes haunted and
burning inside that fractured useless body.

It’s late when they arrive; the house sits dark
in the gathering gloom. This was stupid, Anatola thinks. She should
have called first, not that he would respond. It’s late, he’s not
home, and they still have a forty minute drive to Westfield at the
foot of the Berkshire Mountains where Alka and Milos had moved from
Longmeadow a quarter of a century ago.

“He’s not here.”

Anatola peers through the darkness, unwilling to
give up. Now she can see a faint blue light flickering toward the
rear of the house.

“Wait.” A driveway winds to the back, leading to
a small garage. He could be home, his car parked in the closed
garage, Pyotr sitting in a room near the back watching television
in the dark. “I’m going to ring the bell.”

“I’m going with you.”

Heart banging, Anatola opens the car door, and
gets out, closing the door softly behind her. She walks up the
front path, her heart in her throat. Was this what it was like for
him? Is this how he felt walking to her brick porch, ringing the
doorbell, wondering what awaited him on the other side of that
looming door?

Her mouth parched dry, she rings the bell. It
echoes hollowly inside. No response. She waits. She rings again.
Muffled from inside the house she hears a voice muttering what she
recognizes dimly as curse words in Polish. The door cracks open.
Pyotr stands on the other side.

“Hello.” He looks disheveled, his blonde curls
flopping down across one eye, the eye that had been so badly
bruised and still bears traces of that injury. His hair has grown
in the time since she’s seen him, almost six weeks ago now, and
falls to his shoulders, the waves flying in all directions. His
slender frame is covered in a white T-shirt spotted with paint and
bleached out jeans. He is barefoot. He is surprised and
disoriented. He is so beautiful she wants only to claw through the
sheer veneer of screen that separates them and hold him in her
arms. “May we come in?”

Pyotr steps aside, holding the door wide for
them to enter.

In the hallway, Anatola addresses him in
Polish. “Pyotr, to jest twoja Coica, moja soistra Clarisse.
Clarisse, to jest Pyotr. Moja syn.”

“Hello, Peter, “Clarisse says, giving up totally
on the Polish pronunciation. She reaches out her hand, taking his,
drawing him close, embracing him, her eyes sparking with tears she
will not shed. “I am so happy to meet you.” She steps back, still
holding onto him, her arms extended grasping his shoulders, taking
in his face, his build, his eyes. “Tola. Jesus. He looks just like
Dad.”

Finally, Pyotr finds his voice. “I wasn’t
expecting such a visit from two most charming women.” He smiles,
holding his hands out, ducking his head in that gesture that had so
charmed Anatola and now charms Clarisse. She giggles. Anatola,
however, goes on instant alert. His gestures are too expansive, his
words too deliberately enunciated.

“Come. Please. Come into my house.” Pyotr
continues. It is too dark in the hallway to see him clearly, but
Anatola can smell the faint whiff of alcohol. “I was sitting in the
back, in my cave in the den, watching the Yankees beat up once
again on the hapless Red Sox.” He turns to lead them down the dark
hallway, and stumbles against a side table holding mail and
magazines that look as if they have piled up there for weeks.
“Whoops. Be careful, Panie piekny, it is treacherous in the
dark.” He reaches clumsily for the light switch, blinking at the
sudden brightness. His eyes are unfocused, the pupils dilated even
in the sudden brightness. Anatola’s heart sinks. Pyotr continues on
through the living room, waving them forward, to the den in the
rear of the house. This room is also dark, lit only by the glow of
the television. He turns on a lamp, the bulb so dim, it offers
little more illumination, but enough for Anatola to see the bottle
of Vodka half empty, a glass sitting beside it, on the coffee
table.

Pyotr’s eyes meet hers. “Soistra
Debrovska. May I offer you a drink?” He goes to the table, and
picks up the bottle, waving it before them. “Przepraszam,
Panie. I have only Vodka.” He pours himself a full glass from
the bottle.

“Pyotr. Nie.”

He sets the bottle down, picking up his
glass. “Nie?Nic nie chcesz?”

“ Nic wiecej.”

“Nic wiecej? Ah.” He takes a sip.”
Dlaczego?”

“Na tyle. Nic.”

“Czemu nic?”

“Za duzo.” Anatola goes to him, reaching
for the glass. “Nic wiecej.”

He moves the glass sharply away from her hand,
his gesture large. The Vodka sloshes over the top, splashing to the
floor.

“Pyotr. Prosze” Anatola speaks
soothingly, as to a child. ”Nic wiecej.” She holds her hand
out to him, asking silently for the glass.

“Ah, Pani. Pani w pordzaku”* He hands her
the glass, swaying slightly. “I warned you but you would not
listen.” He drops to the couch. “You would not believe me.”

(*Pyotr. Don’t.

Don’t? I don’t want anymore?

Nothing more.

Nothing more. Ah. Why?

Enough. Nothing more.

Why nothing more?

You’ve had too much. Nothing more.

Ah, Mrs. Mrs. Okay.)

 


Anatola picks up the bottle and carries the
bottle and the glass to the kitchen that is off the den, Clarisse
behind her. They can hear the ball game still playing in the den.
Anatola empties the contents of the bottle and the glass down the
drain.

“What did he mean, when he said he warned
you?”

“He told me he was nothing” She washes out the
empty glass, setting it in the empty drain board beside the sink.
She throws the bottle into the trash that sits in the corner of the
kitchen. There are other bottles already there. “Before he left to
return to the East Coast, he told me I’d better understand that he
was no good.”

 


Pyotr has fallen into a restless sleep on the
couch, the ballgame over. Anatola turns the set off, and sits next
to her son on the couch. Clarisse sits in the armchair adjacent.
The living room at the front of the house is tidy, undisturbed,
unlived in. Upstairs, the bedroom that must have been his parents
is closed off from the rest of the house, the door firmly shut and
locked. The other bedroom, Pyotr’s, has a single bed, a desk and
bookshelves, and a small stereo unit. The bed is neatly made, the
shelves, the desk uncluttered, as if no one lives here anymore. The
kitchen is spare, everything picked up and put away. The cupboards
are bare, holding nothing but a few cans of soup and a stale loaf
of bread; the refrigerator is empty except for a six pack of beer,
a moldy wedge of cheese, and several bottles of Vodka in the
freezer. My God, what has he been living on? Vodka and beer? A
pillow and blanket sit at one end of the couch in the den. This is
where he must be sleeping. The house is stark and cold, lifeless.
Anatola watches her son breathe. She touches her palm against his
cheek, and brushes back a golden strand from his injured eye.

“We’re taking him to Alka’s,” she tells
Clarisse.

 


Anatola goes to his bedroom and his bath,
packing things for him in an overnight bag. When she is done, she
carries his overnight bag downstairs. She goes to him on the couch,
and gently shakes him. “Pyotr. Chodzze tutaj.”

He mumbles incoherently, and flops to one side.
She shakes him again. “Pyotr. Sluchac. Chodzze tu.” He opens
one eye, dazed, gazing foggily at her.

“Where are your shoes?” She asks. He points
under the coffee table, where a pair of worn white sneakers rest
toppled together as if he had kicked them off under the table.

Anatola gathers his shoes, handing them to
Clarisse. “Can you take his bag?’ Clarisse grabs the overnight bag.
Anatola wraps her arm around Pyotr’s neck, and pulls him to his
feet. “Chodzze tutaj.” Wobbling, Pyotr leans on her as she
guides him to Clarisse’s car.

Before they are on the highway, Pyotr has fallen
back asleep.

They ride in silence for a moment, Anatola
glancing to the back seat, checking on Pyotr, checking to see if
he’s still asleep. Checking to see if he is still there.

“Tola,” Clarisse breaks the silence.

“Mm-hmm?”

“When on Earth did you learn to speak
Polish?”

Anatola laughs softly. “I don’t really speak
it.”

“Sounded like Polish you were speaking to me.
Peter understood you.”

“He speaks beautifully. He speaks like Dad.”

“He does.”

“I always understood it, remember? When we were
kids and Mom and Dad would speak in Polish when they didn’t want us
to know what they were saying, and I used to repeat what they’d
said in English.”

“I never understood how you could do that.”

“Kids’re sponges, Clara. I just soaked it
up.”

“I never soaked it up.”

“That’s because you never cared to pay
attention. You were off in your own world, Clara Bella—your own
private world of dreams.”

“Yes, I was.”

“Before Michael’s dad died, he used to send me
stories he cut out of the newspapers he thought would make good
plays or screenplays. One of them was about this woman, Lily
Karwowski. She’d been sent to Auschwitz as a child. Both her
parents died there. After the camp was liberated, she was shipped
off to some distant relatives in Hamtramck, Michigan, where
Michael’s dad grew up. She became a hairdresser; then bought her
own shop. That wasn’t a big enough dream for her, though. Lily had
a son, who was a musician. So Lily sold her hair salon and bought a
nightclub. It was a wonderful story. Michael and I were planning to
go to Michigan that summer, and I wanted to meet Lily. I bought
some books and began to study the language because I wanted to be
able to speak to Lily in Polish.”

“Were you able to?”

“No. Just a little. Just simple phrases. A few
words. It’s a very hard language to learn. Especially when you are
trying to teach yourself. It’s so beautiful, though. Studying it
brought the love of the language back to me. It brought Baci
back. It brought my childhood back.” She turns to look at her
sleeping son in the backseat.

“I abandoned him, Clara Bella.”

“No, Tola.”

“Just like Dad abandoned us.”

“No!”

“How could I abandon my baby?”

“Tola! Stop it! You stop that right now! You did
the best you could for him. Do you remember what it was like in our
family after Mom died? Our family was torn apart. Baci died the
next year. And Eva and John? You remember what happened to Eva and
John?”

Of course she remembered. Eva and John were on
the brink of divorce; they’d left for Florida right after Pyotr was
born. They owned a string of dry cleaners, but the business went
bust and they were at the edge of bankruptcy. They sold everything
and went South, finally escaping the blue-lawed provincial cold and
dreary Massachusetts that John hated but Eva loved.

“Dad had run off to the Philippines, I was
crammed into a studio in New York City. How were you going to raise
a baby? Who was there to help you? I don’t know how you did it,
Tola. In that hospital, watching them tear that baby from your
arms, I thought you were the bravest woman I had ever known.”

“Not brave enough.”

“Brave enough to give up your baby because you
knew you could not take care of him the way a child should be cared
for.”

“He told me his father brought him joy.”

“There.”

“But his mother… his mother was cold and bitter.
No child should have a mother who is cold, Clara.”

“No child should have a mother who dies suddenly
when she is only seventeen. No child should have a father who runs
off to the Philippines, leaving her alone.”

“Them”

“What?”

“He left us alone.”

“I was older, Tola. I was already in college.
You were only in high school.”

“What do I do now, Clara Bella?”

“You love him, Tola. You’re here now. You love
him now.”

 


Pyotr shifts in the back seat awakening.

“Where are we going?’ He asks, leaning into the
front seat, peering through the windshield.

“Were going to your Coica’s,” Anatola
responds. “Twoja graend Ciotka, Alka.”

“Graend Ciotka Alka! Tak! I have a
Great-Aunt Alka.”

“Yes, you do,” Clarisse smiles at him in the
rearview mirror. “And a Coici Clarisse, and an Uncle
Malcolm, and cousins LMN and Morgan…”

“Hah! LMN? What kind of name is LMN?”

“It’s a nickname. Your cousin, my son, is named
after his father Malcolm Nigel. We called him Little Malcolm
Nigel.”

“Aha. Yes. Little Malcolm Nigle. LMN.”

“And you have a cou…” Clarisse stumbles over the
word, stopping herself, realizing Rachel is not his cousin, but his
sister. “And Rachel…”

“And Michael,” Anatola finishes. “And me.”

 


Clarisse pulls into the driveway of Alka’s
modest Westfield home, where she and Milos have lived since the
collapse—since the slow steady painful tearing away of every fiber
that had once held the Debrowskis knitted so tightly together. The
disintegration began with the death of Helen. She was the center
and the heart and in her wake, the family deteriorated. The fortune
the brothers-in-law, Milos and Edwin, had assembled crumbled. As
Helen’s illness encroached, Edwin’s verve waned. Never the best
judge of character, Edwin saw goodness in everyone; he began
investing with the wrong people, making business choices based on a
wing and a prayer or a fine line of blather and bullshit rather
than on good solid business sense. Milos, never averse to walking
amongst the shadows, always enticed by the razor’s edge, without
Edwin’s moral compass, stalked even further, pursuing deals that
teetered perilously close to the boundary. But before the feds or
the RICO laws could catch up with him, the carefully sculpted
business, built up over decades crumpled like a child’s sand castle
at a beach at high tide. Milos and Alka sold the house in
Longmeadow and moved to Westfield, Eva and John flew off to
Florida, Edwin was about to scurry away forever to the Philippines,
and Anatola would embark upon a journey that would propel her from
Boston to San Francisco via Aspen and Henniker, New Hampshire, with
one stop in Chicopee, Massachusetts, just long enough to bear a
beautiful baby boy who had grown into a handsome and angry young
man now staring out the back seat window of their rental car.

“We’re here.” Clarisse sing-songs, turning off
the car. As the engine shuts down, the interior lights snap on.
Anatola examines her son.

“Pyotr! Look at you!”

Pyotr cranes his neck from the back seat to look
at himself in the mirror. “What’s wrong with me?”

“Look at your hair. It’s a mess. It’s grown so
long.”

He lifts his hair from his eyes and tosses it up
from his shoulders. “You don’t like it, Pani?”

“I like it. It’s lovely. It’s just a mess right
now.” She rummages through her bag, pulling out a brush. “Here. Use
this.”

Pyotr takes it and obediently brushes his hair,
pulling it through his golden locks with great vigor. Anatola can
hear the strands popping with the force.

“Pyotr. Swobodnie. You’re going to pull
it out of your head.”

Pyotr laughs, handing her back the brush.
“Swietnie! I am presentable now?

“Tak. Bardzo dobry.”

 


Clarisse jabs the doorbell. Alka opens the door,
already yammering. “Well, finally! What happened to you girls? I
was ready to call the police!” And stops suddenly, her eyes
alighting on Pyotr. Her hand flies to her heart. “Who is this?”

Anatola, in her need to get her son out of that
house of loneliness and ice, in her need to take him somewhere warm
and safe, had neglected to inform Alka of her plan.

“Pyotr, to jest twoja Graend Ciotka Alka.
Cioci, to jest Pyotr…”

“Twoja syn.”

“Moja syn.”

“Oh, God. Oh, my God. Pyotr…” Alka steps
back from the door, pale, shaken. Anatola and Clarisse exchange
glances—how could they have been so un-thinking, so insensitive to
spring Anatola’s long lost son on the eighty year old Alka without
warning or preamble.

“Dobry wieczor, Ciotka Alka. Bardzo mi milo
pania poznac.” Pyotr speaks to her in his flawless Polish.

“Po polsku?Mowisz po polsku?”

“Tak, Pani. Ja mowie po polsku.” *

Alka’s eyes flood suddenly with tears.
“Mowisz po polsku”, she repeats, gazing at him in wonder.
She reaches for him, hugging him to her fiercely, touching his
cheek, patting his hand, grabbing onto his arm which she will not
let go. She speaks to him in Polish, Anatola picking up only a
phrase or two, or a word here and there, but it’s enough.

“She’s telling him he looks like Edwin,” Anatola
tells Clarisse. “She’s telling him she thought time had run
backward and it was 1942 and Edwin was coming home from a dance at
the PNA. She’s telling him she thought he was Edwin back from the
grave.”

Pyotr, the midst of this whirlwind, the eye of
the storm, bends his tangled golden mane toward her sharp-wedged
red one, allowing the touch, the pat, his arm.

*Good Evening, Aunt Alka. It’s very nice to meet
you.

Polish? You speak Polish?

Yes, Madame. I speak Polish

“Are you hungry, Pyotr,” Alka asks him. “Look
how thin you are! Come into the kitchen” She leads the way to the
kitchen, still holding onto his arm, still mixing Polish and
English in a dizzying array. “Milos is away on a business trip, but
he grilled up some porterhouse steaks before he left that are so
thick you can barely cut

your knife through them. I can heat them up in
no time. And I made mashed potatoes and capusta, before he
left. You like capusta, Pyotr?”

“Tak, pani. Bardzo dobry, capusta.”

“And kielbasa. Milos went all the way to
Chicopee, to Kowalskis for the kielbasa.”

 


In the kitchen, Alka prepares the food, her
omnipresent Marlboro Long smoking away in her golden beaded
ashtray, picking up the cigarette, pulling the tobacco into her
lungs in a long cool steady stream that makes it look like a slice
of nirvana. She chatters, a stream as long and winsome as the smoke
from her cigarette, speaking to Pyotr in Polish, asking questions
about his schooling, his work, dancing deftly around the topic that
smolders in the center of everything—how, why, when? Questioning
him, conversing with him as if he were merely a handsome young man
who has stopped by for a visit, and not her long lost great nephew,
this golden young man, whose absent mother has suddenly plopped him
down in the middle of her dining room.

At the table, Pyotr eats with gusto. Anatola
wonders how long it has been since he’s had a proper meal. His
cupboards and refrigerator were bare, though she did notice some
take-out containers in the trash when she threw out the Vodka
bottle.

“Have you been to Poland?” Alka asks
him

“Nie, Pani.”

“Nie? Czemu nie?”

“Nie wiem dlaczego.” *

“But you speak so beautifully!”

“My parents spoke only Polish.”

Briefly, Alka seems confused. With Pyotr at her
table, Anatola at his side, she has allowed herself to forget he
had any other parent besides Anatola; she has allowed herself to
forget he has belonged anywhere else besides right here right now
in the bosom of the Debrowska women.

Alka blinks, rising suddenly. “Pyotr.
Chodzze tutaj.” She moves away from the table. “You, too,
girls,” she commands, marching down the hallway.

She leads them to a spare room in the rear of
the house. The room holds a desk and chair and a sofa along one
wall. The walls are bare. The room is piled high with plastic
storage containers, mesh crates, and cardboard cartons.

“What’s all this?” Anatola asks.

(*No, Madame.)

No? Why not?

I don’t know why.

 


“These are all Baci’s,” Alka tells them,
surveying the jumble. “Everything from her house. When she died, Ev
and I packed everything up, and brought it here. Ev couldn’t take
it, she was moving to Florida, and where else was it going to go?
Milos was furious—

where are we going to put all this stuff? I keep
saying I am

going to go through all these things and
organize everything, but my eyes are so damn bad! Milos tells me to
just shut the door. Lydia’s no help. She’s too busy with all her
animals. Did you know she has three snakes!”

“Clarisse told me,” Anatola replies.

Alka shakes her head. “Snakes. I don’t know why
she can’t just get a dog like everyone else.” Alka crosses over to
the closet and opens the door. Stacks of photograph albums spill
over the shelves, boxes brimming with more photographs line the
floor. “You remember Baci’s house, Tola? You lived with her that
one year.”

The year she was pregnant with Pyotr. “Of
course.”

“Her basement was filled with stuff: fabric
swatches from her factory work, papers, books, pictures, even
things from her house in Debowiec.” She finds the album she has
been searching for. “Ah! Here. Chodzze tu” She tells them,
moving to the couch. She pats the seat beside her. “Siedzie,
Pyotr.”

She opens the album to the first picture. It is
a photograph of Ted, their grandfather, and Edwin as a very young
boy. Edwin wears a suit with short pants; the suit coat has a wide
round white buttons and a wide white collar. He stands atop a table
Ted beside him looking impossibly young, looking like a boy barely
out of his teens, holding Edwin’s small hand encased in his.
Anatola gazing at the picture can feel her grandfather’s hands,
smooth and soft and safe and warm. He would take her walking when
she was a child, probably not much older than her father is in this
photograph, holding her hand encased in his, smelling faintly of
cigar smoke. Edwin’s eyes are round and large, his mouth drawn
down, his golden curls combed back and peeking out from behind tiny
perfect flat ears. Her mother used to talk about her father’s ears.
“So flat”, she would say, smoothing them back as she hugged his
neck. “Perfect ears.” Ted and Edwin stare into the camera. Edwin
solemn, Ted, his brown hair swept back to one side, his mouth
straight, his eyes still, looking proud, a proprietor. “Twoja
Graend Dziadzue,”Alka is saying to Pyotr who bends over the
photograph peering at it intently. “To jest, Edwin, moja brat,
twoja dziadzue.”

“It’s torn,” Anatola suddenly
realizes.

“Yeah, I know it,” Alka sighs, reaching for her
cigarette, taking a long pull, exhaling a stream of smoke that
whirls and dissipates. “Baci told me Dziadzue did
that.”

“Dziadzue tore this picture?”

“He was mad at Edwin, she said. He was so mad,
he went over to that picture—they had it in a frame in their house
on Sandy Hill, and he ripped it from the frame and tore it in
half.”

“What was he so mad about?”

“I don’t know. What could have made him so mad
to tear a picture in half? I never believed it. Why would
Dziadzue do something like that?”

“But how would it have gotten torn?”

“She saved the two pieces.” Alka continues,
ignoring the question. “I told her, Mommy, give me those. I’ll fix
it. I glued it together. You can hardly see the tear now.”

“But, Coici,” Clarisse interjects, “Why
would Baci say that Dzaidzue tore a picture in
half…”

Alka flips to another picture, moving on, not
answering. “This is Maria Buba. Twoja graend babka…” she
points to Clarisse and Alka. “… i twoja graend graend
babka,” she points to Pyotr. “And this is Cecelia, Baci’s
sister, and Anatola, there, her other sister.”

“Ah, Anatola,” Pyotr says.

“Yes,” Alka replies. “Tola was named for
her.”

The picture is a formal portrait, sepia-toned,
and looks like it was taken somewhere in the 1920’s. Maria Buba
sits in a chair with a plump-cheeked squirming baby girl on her
lap. Next to her stands Anatola, with her sister Cecelia seated and
an unidentified man in the background, a dog at his feet. They look
grimly into the camera, as if they are performing a distasteful
duty—except for Cecelia, who smiles secretly, gazing into the
camera with a spark in her eye.

Alka flips to the next page.

“Anatola.” It is a full portrait of Anatola, a
young woman appearing to be in her early twenties. She wears a long
string of pearls around her neck, her hair swept back from a high
forehead, her nose long and narrow and straight, her cheekbones
high, her skin porcelain and smooth.

“Wow,” Pyotr says, fixing his eyes on a young
and very beautiful Anatola.

“I never saw these.” Anatola remarks.

“I never showed you?” Alka asks her.

“No.”

“Why wouldn’t I have showed you? Baci
never showed you?”

“No.”

“Me, either,” Clarisse says.

Alka flips to another page. It is a picture of
Frances, her hair clipped short in the fashion of the day, in the
fashion of a 1920’s flapper. She looks into the camera, her eyes
fiery. She holds a chubby-cheeked baby in her arms.

“Baci,” Alka says, running a perfectly
manicured red nail across her mother’s face. “Moja Matka piekny
i mnie.” *

“I never knew Baci was so beautiful,”
Clarisse says.

“Oh, Baci was a great beauty, Clara. You
didn’t know her when she was young and so beautiful.”

“I can’t believe I never saw any of these,”
Anatola says. “I can’t believe Baci never showed me any of
these.”

“I don’t think she liked looking at them.” Alka
replies. “I think they made her too sad.” Suddenly, Alka’s eyes
flood with tears. She shuts the album and rises.

(*My beautiful mother and me.)

“Cioci?” Anatola asks.

Alka gazes about the room, her eyes misted,
unfocused. “This is all that is left,” she says as if she has
discovered for the first time an undeniable truth…“All that is left
of the Debrowskis.” She goes to the corner piled high with storage
containers, running her hand over the surface as if over an
ossuary. “We are all stored and put away into boxes.” She looks
back at the three of them seated on the couch. “I am the last one
standing, Imagine that. Me. Why? I am a stedda baba. I am
eighty years old. I don’t know how that happened. I don’t know why
it is only me who is left.”

“Nie, Coici,” Anatola goes to her,
speaking soothingly in Polish. “Jestem Pyotr. Jestem Rachel i
Morgan i Malcolm Nigel i Lydia i Clarisse i ja.”

“Jestem nowy. You are all new. Babies”
She dismisses her, patting her cheek. “What do you know?”

She turns from Anatola, and walks toward the
door, her head high. Alka, eighty, wrinkled from her smoking habit
of two packs of Marlboro Longs a day, and nearly blind, beautiful
red-headed Alka, the darling of the Debrowskis, now grown
astonishingly old, married nearly sixty years to a knight not white
but frigid and besmirched, Alka of a past filled with great deeds
of remarkable selfishness and unbearable sorrow, distraught and
sorrowed now, Alka, her head held high, still moving with the grace
of a Queen. “All gone, all gone now,” she says. “There is no one
left. Nic Polonus.” She turns and exits the room.

 


 


 Chapter
Four

 


Frances

 


“W parku w przecudnej alei

Rosly narcyze I bzy

I my tam pelni nadzieji

Snulismy zludne swe sny.

Milczac tam blogo I mile

On milosc wzrokiem kla mi

Jednak juz piezchly te chwile

I o nich jasno sie sni…

 


Pyotr reads in his perfectly accented Polish.
Clarisse looks at Anatola, asking if she can understand the words.
Anatola shakes her head, as Pyotr continues.

“Do mnie tys luba szeptala,

Serca twojego zem krol-

Mnies cala dusza kochala

Na smierc, na radosc, na bol.

 


Pomne patrzylem w Twe oczy

Ktores jak gwiazdki sie Isnia

Tesknota dzis serce tloczy

O czemu nie jestes ze mna?”

 


“This is called “Autumn,”’ he tells them.
“Jesien”. He translates the words into English.

“In a park, in a beautiful field

Where narcissus and lilacs grow

We were there our hearts bursting

Full of illusory hope and our dreams.

 


In silence, kindly and blissful

His eyes confessed his love,

These moments are past

Yet remain clear in my dreams.

 


My love, you whispered to me

I am king of your heart

You loved me with all your soul

Until death, through pain, in happiness.

 


Your eyes sparkled like stars

As I looked deeply

Longing searing my Heart.

Why are you not with me?”

 


The three, Anatola, Clarisse, and Pyotr sit on
the floor of the back bedroom that holds the boxed remnants of the
Debrowskis, each having arrived there separately this morning,
pulled as if by the same invisible tide. Clarisse and Anatola had
never seen Alka as haunted as she appeared the night before, as
lost and as full of longing, not even during those bleak days after
the loss of Helen or the murder of Edwin. Last night, there had
been such an overwhelming sense of remembrance and defeat, futility
and collapse. After Alka left them, the three had all quietly
retired to their own rooms. Anatola had not spoken with Pyotr after
Alka’s departure. She watches him read now, translating what he has
told them is very old Polish, many of the words now extinct from
the language, into modern day English without hesitancy, wondering
what Pyotr sees, what he feels, captured in the midst of this, his
family’s story, that has been spun and woven for years without his
presence, without even his knowledge of the tale.

This morning, Anatola had awoken with a start.
Dawn was just breaking; the house was silent. She’d risen quickly,
pulling a robe around her, descending the stairs. Clarisse was
asleep in the guest bedroom downstairs; Anatola had been assigned
Lydia’s old room. Alka had made a bed for Pyotr on the couch in the
living room, but as Anatola slipped down the stairs, she saw the
couch was empty. Her heart lurched. Was he gone again? Had he
disappeared once more, slipping away into the Western Massachusetts
night, having had his fill of this family that he somehow belonged
to without belonging anywhere?

But in the hallway, she’d seen a dim light
burning in the back room. Pyotr was there, surrounded by the
photograph albums, one opened in his lap, his gaze intent and
focused. When she’d entered, he closed the album suddenly, as if
caught at something untoward. He looked up, a smile masking what
had been there before, murmuring good morning to her in Polish, she
answering, neither one daring to go beyond the mindless
pleasantries. Clarisse had come in not long after, and together,
the three had begun browsing through the containers and their
contents.

“There’s more here,” Pyotr is saying. “Not a
poem, I think, but her own words. “It is autumn, ah, yes, see …
‘Jestem Jesein.’ I am leaving in less than a month’s
time,” she writes. “But as I leave will I forget? I have told no
one. No one will ever know. This will remain my secret from the
world forever.”

“That’s it?” Clarisse asks. “There’s no
more?”

“One page, front and back, in pencil. A loose
sheet. There must be more…”

“Squirreled away somewhere within all those
boxes,” Anatola says.

“This came from a notebook or a writing tablet
of some kind.”

“She was in love. Her heart had been
broken.”

“How do you know that?” Clarisse asks.

“The poem is a love poem. Very beautiful.” Pyotr
says.

“Do you think Frances wrote it?”

“I don’t think so. I remember studying this type
of poetry, though I don’t recognize this one particularly.”

“She told me about her love when I was staying
with her,” Anatola says, glancing at her son, her reason for being
with her grandmother all those years ago.” Her heart had been
broken by some young man, and then she left for America.”

“She came looking for her father,” Clarisse
says.

“But why?”

“Because he left for America. Because they
hadn’t heard from him.”

‘She was only sixteen years old, Clarisse. Adam,
her brother, her older brother stayed behind in Debowiec. Didn’t
you ever wonder why Baci, at sixteen, came to America
alone?”

“You think she came because of a broken
heart?”

“I don’t know.” She rises and goes over to the
pile of containers. “We were never told anything. Why weren’t we
ever shown those photographs? Why weren’t we ever told anything
about the family back in Poland?”

“She wanted to forget.”

“You don’t forget,” Pyotr says. “It’s
impossible. People say they want to forget, but it is not possible
to live and do so.”

“I want to know what’s in here,” Anatola
says.

“It’s all in Polish.” Clarisse reminds her.

“I can read Polish,” Pyotr tells them.

“Who wants breakfast?” Alka stands at the
doorway, a cigarette burning in her fingers, wearing an elegant
floor-length green robe that sets off her still red hair, her face
made up, her hair perfectly coiffed. She turns and walks away down
the hall. “I made French toast, and if you don’t come right now
it’ll be cold and soggy instead of hot and crisp the way you girls
like it.”

From the back, her figure still trim, she looks
like a woman at the peak of her years. As she marches them towards
breakfast, you would never know she is a woman who wanting only to
be pampered and adored has faced dissolution and collapse, and
survived.

 


After breakfast, Clarisse has gone to call her
husband Malcolm, and Alka to get dressed. Anatola and Pyotr finish
up the dishes in the kitchen. Setting the last plate in the
dishwasher, Anatola turns to Pyotr.

“Pyotr, would you be willing to go through all
those papers and translate them?” She asks him.

“That’s a big job.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to do it for nothing.
Translators are very expensive. I would pay you for your time.” He
finishes drying the frying pan she’d washed. “Well? What do you
think?”

“I think for me it would be impossible to
accept any kind of payment from you.” He runs the dish cloth along
the top of the counter; then, neatly folds it, hanging it on the
rack beside the refrigerator. “And right now, Pani, I need
to go home. I should have been at work hours ago.”

“Work? Today?”

“I’m a painter, Pani. A laborer, like my
father.”

“Oh. Of course. I didn’t think…”

“Don’t worry. I called them already very early,
and told them I could not be there this morning because I had been
kidnapped the night before.”

She closes the dishwasher, and leans back
against it, looking directly into his eyes. “I wasn’t about to
leave you alone to drown in a bottle of Vodka.”

“Yeah. So.” He walks away from her direct look,
pulling out a kitchen chair. He sits, looking down, his fingers
drumming erratically on the table top. “Now you know my
secret.”

She moves to the table, sitting beside him. “I
know you are very sad, Pyotr.” She lays her hand across his
restless fingers, wrapping them in hers. “I know you are very
angry”

“Do you, Pani?”

“I know I will not let you be sad and angry
alone.”

“How can you say this? How can you know these
things with your certainty? You don’t know me. I’m a stranger to
you. You know nothing about me.”

“Not nothing.”

“No?”

“Not enough. Not nearly enough. But not
nothing.”

“Perhaps when you know enough, you will then
reconsider.” He takes his hand from hers and pushes the chair back.
Anatola reaches for him, grasping his hand before he can rise,
before he can move away, before he can shut down, close off,
protect himself from whatever danger, whatever risk she poses for
him. “Never. I will never let you go. Never again.”

“Pani,” the word is a sigh. He looks at
her. What is there to say? “I need to go to work.”

“I’ll drive you, then.”

“You don’t have to…”

“Stop, Pyotr. I am the one who kidnapped you, I
will be the one who will return you. Go get your things.”

 


She drives him back to Chicopee, driving through
the Western Massachusetts spring time of lush green rolling hills,
roadside daffodils and lilac. They speak little on the ride back,
each absorbed in his own thoughts. She pulls up to the grey house
on Oak Street and shuts off the car. Pyotr sits for a moment, his
hand on the door handle, not moving, not opening the door, not
running for safety far from her. After a moment, he turns toward
her, looking directly at her, a challenge rising behind his
eyes.

“Do you know how I got those records?”

“The adoption records? You told me you were very
persuasive.”

He barks out a short cold self-deprecating
laugh. “I stormed into the good sisters’ office, and I scared the
shit out of them.” He searches her eyes, watching for her to wince,
waiting for her to pull-back, to frown at his profanity, which he
has never used in front of her, which she is sure he would never
have used to the mother who raised him in stark austerity. She
stares back, unblinking, waiting for him to continue. “I had been
drinking, of course. Why not? How else could I dare such a thing? I
was a good boy who listened to his parents, obeyed the sisters,
believed all of them. I asked many times for these records from the
good sisters. I was always told the same thing: ‘Sorry, Pyotr. We
cannot. Closed adoption. Privacy. Secrecy. Then this one day,
perhaps because of something that had happened at work, perhaps
because of the Vodka, I’d had enough. I drove to their fortress,
that red-bricked compound that looked more like a prison than a
hospital or a school, and I parked my truck, and I went into the
office. I stood in front of the sister’s desk, the director, and I
told her I wanted my records. She is a big woman, tall and strong
and wide, a disciplinarian, a brute. Everyone was afraid of her.
She would call little children into her office for some minor
infraction, a word spoken when there was to be silence, a brother
talking too long to his sister when the boys were to be separated
away on one side from the girls, a stifled laugh escaping, and she
would loom over them there, forcing them to kneel on brooms,
rapping their fingers with her wooden rulers, making them stand for
hours in class while everyone else could sit –can you imagine this?
Treating children like this?”

He shifts his body, sinking lower into the seat,
removing his hand from the door handle, tapping at the glass in
that syncopated rhythm he seems to carry within him.

“She told me to leave. There was this disdain in
her voice, this dismissal. She had had enough of me. She went back
to her work, some papers on her desk, had a sip of tea. I took my
hand and I slammed it down,” he slams his fist against the door
panel forcefully, “Bam! Right in the middle of her paperwork. Her
tea cup jumped, tea spilling all over her paperwork. She was
startled. She looked up at me. I shoved her desk aside, and moved
toward the metal filing cabinets that lined the wall behind it. She
scrambled up from her chair, the chair screeching against that
polished wooden floor, and moved in front of them, like a guardian
of the secrets. I told her to get out of my way. My voice was quiet
but deadly with rage. There was another sister there, a little one,
young, it was too bad because she had done nothing, and she was
trembling. I began walking toward the director. I told her to get
out of my way, or I would throw her out. I stood right before her,
and I saw her eyes, those owl eyes behind thick black glasses, I
saw her eyes, and they were blinking with fear”

He throws his head back against the seat,
closing his eyes, his face a mask of triumph and self-loathing.

“Her fear rushed through me, filling me up. She
held out her hand. It was shaking. She bellowed at me to stop. She
screamed to that little one, ‘Go get Father!’ And that little one
scampered away like a young fawn, like a terrified mouse, and I
thought, ‘Good. Now the priest will come. Now there will be someone
I can knock my fist into.’”

His head back, his eyes closed, he clenches and
unclenches his fist. If he wanted to, if he were to unleash his
bridled rage, he could put his fist through the car window,
shattering it.

“We stood there, staring at each other, this
good sister and I, for an eternity it seemed. Everything was
stopped. Frozen. And then I heard the priest, Father Kosinski, as
if from a great distance, calling my name, speaking softly in
Polish, ‘W pordzadku. Pyotr. Latwo. W pardzadku.’ He placed
his hand on my arm; his hand was so steady, speaking to me the
whole time. He gestured for the sister to step aside, he opened the
filing cabinet, he took out my file, and he handed it to me.”

He sits a moment, not speaking. Anatola remains
silent beside him, waiting, not wanting to interrupt the flood, to
break the fine filament.

“That priest, Father Kosinski, he sounded like
my father. I could hear my father’s voice. ‘Pyotr, nie, nie.
It’s not worth it. Why do you let these things bother you so.’ When
I was a kid, and I used to get so angry, he would talk to me this
way.” He stops a moment, glancing down, then turning and glancing
out the window to the trim grey house. “I thought it was me, you
know? I thought there was something wrong with me and that was why
she couldn’t love me.” His gaze remains turned from her, turned
toward that perfect grey and white house that he has kept so
pristine since she died, in the years after his father’s death,
while his father was alive and the two of them worked on that house
together.

Anatola wants to reach across the years and the
memories and the loss and the hurt and pull him close to her, wrap
him in her aching arms, run her soothing hand over that beautiful
mane of yellow curls, whispering her love, filling him up with
goodness and light, as she has done so many times when Rachel has
come to her confused, uncertain, wounded. She has watched with envy
as Clarisse has pulled him close, as Alka covered his face, his
hair with reaching hands. But it is different between him and her;
she knows this, she knows she can do nothing but wait, impotent;
she must wait for the child to lead, for him to come to her. If she
does not, if she moves too quickly, he will bolt, panicked, pull
back, run, and then she may lose him maybe forever.

Anatola leans back against the car door, angling
her body to face him.

“After they took you from me, I had nightmares.
I would wake up screaming in the middle of the night, my hands
sticky and wringing wet. I was afraid to move, afraid to look,
afraid that my dreams had been real and that my hands were covered
in blood.” She reaches for him now, cupping his chin, turning him
to face her. “We are not so different, Pyotr, you and I. You are my
blood. Nothing you say will change that. Nothing you do. Czy pan
rozumie? Nic.” *

He looks down, away from her.

“Do you hear me?” She raises her voice
commanding, demanding an answer. She repeats in Polish. “Czy pan
slyszec?” **

He looks at her, raising his head, tilting it
back against the window glass, his eyes narrowing as he watches
her. “Tak, Pani. Slyszec”*** He responds.

She holds his stare, fearlessly. She is a
tigress. She is a mother bear. She will maim and kill and destroy
anything, anything at all that threatens her cub. She will stop at
nothing to protect her children. “Dobry,”**** she tells him,
with all the force of that tigress. “You remember. Nic.
Pamietac.”

He ducks his head, his hair flopping over his
eyes, a smile creasing his lips, relaxing his tense features,
sparking his aqua blue eyes with a flint of light. “I think I will
be very afraid to forget it.”

“Tak,” She pronounces, clapping her hands
together. Dobry.” She crosses her arms and nods her head in
finality, the end of the argument.

Watching her, Pyotr laughs suddenly, the sound
musical, bubbling out of him uncensored. She looks at him, at first
startled, then reaches across ruffling his hair, flipping it off
his shoulders, brushing it out of his eyes. “Pyotr,” she says.

“Tak, Pani?”

“I want to know what is in those papers.’ He
laughs again, shaking his head. “I want you to help me find
out.”

“Ah, Pani. Pani. Something is
telling me you will give me no rest until I do.
Tak?”

“Tak.”

He ducks his head, spreading his arms wide.
“Ah, Pani. Pani. W pordzaku. What else could I possibly
do?”

“Dobry. Pyotr. Dzeinkuje bardzo.”

He nods in acknowledgement. “Prosze,
Pani.”

(*Do you understand? Nothing

** Do you hear me?

***Yes, Madame, I hear you.

****Good. Nothing. Remember that.)

 


He opens the car door, unwinding his slender
frame, and steps out of the car. He stands at the foot of the walk.
Anatola starts up the engine. She waves at him through the window.
Pyotr waves back. Anatola pulls away from the curb. She looks into
the rear view mirror. Pyotr still stands at the curb. She sees him
lift his hand and wave again, though he has no way of knowing if
she is even looking at him.

 


“Baci was a lady, a fine refined lady,”
Alka is telling them as they sit at her dining room table finishing
dinner. Pyotr had spent the rest of the day working, had gone home,
showered and changed, and arrived at Alka’s house in time for
dinner by 6:30, his hair neatly tied back. Milos is still away on
his business trip, expected back tomorrow night. “Everyone on Sandy
Hill called her “Pani.” Alka continues. “She was Pani
Debrowska, or Pani Frances. Everyone else was Zosha or
Teresa or Marianna—but not Baci. Baci was Pani. That
was the respect they had for her. They knew, though she would never
tell them herself, though she was embarrassed by it, that
Baci was aristocracy.”

“Why would she be embarrassed by that?”

“Jealousy. They were brutes. Louts. Cham.
Slaby chopa. You know that expression, Pyotr?”

“Yes, of course.”

“What’s swabbay huppa?” Clarisse asks in her
mangled accent.

“The teeming masses,” Pyotr responds.

“Peasants,” Alka says. “Roughnecks. Baci
was shocked by the Americans. They were so crude. You know in
Debowiec, she lived in a lovely manor house on the top of a hill.
The countryside there is so beautiful, Baci would tell me.
You could see for miles all around in a circle, the valley spread
out below, rolling hills studded with oak trees. There was a long
road winding up the hill to the Manor House with a circular
driveway at the end,” Alka demonstrates with her hands. “Horsemen
would steer their carriages up that twisting road, and stop in
front of the big double wide white doors. Baci’s family had
servants, it was a large manor with a lot of farmland, and the
butler or houseman would greet each visitor, and escort them into
the receiving parlor. Baci told me this was a grand hall,
lined with portraits and landscapes by French artists, Polish
artists, gone now, all gone. Stolen first by the Germans, and then,
what was left, by the Communists. The Communists sent Baci’s
mother, Maria, a few zloty for the artwork after the war,
and she divided it up and sent all the siblings a share. When that
money came to the house on Sandy Hill, Baci took that
envelope and tore it up and spit—can you imagine that? She was such
a lady, girls, your grandmother, so elegant, and she spit right on
her own floor. Then she gave all the money to the sisters at St.
Stanislaus.”

At the mention of the sisters of St. Stanisluas,
Anatola and Pyotr exchange a glance. The infamous sisters of St.
Stanislaus.,

“In the parlor,” Alka continues, “The young men
would line up in front of Baci, she was the eldest sister.
She was so young, maybe only thirteen or fourteen, but she had a
long line of suitors. When it was their turn to greet Baci,
they would take her hand, click their heels together, and hand at
their side bow from the waist and kiss her fingers. She had
beautiful hands, though she didn’t think so. She thought they were
too large. The hands of a man, she always said, but I never thought
so. Of course they had been reddened and coarsened from all the
factory work. In Poland, she lived the life of a noble woman. She
went to finishing school; she learned to care for her hands with
powders and creams from Paris. Here, in America, she lived like a
peasant, a worker, working piecemeal for the mills, bent over her
sewing machine, that machine humming day and night so she could
keep us fed.”

“What about Dziadzue?”

Alka takes a long pull on her cigarette, holding
the tobacco in, flicking the squared end of ash into her gold
ashtray, releasing the smoke in a fulsome stream above their heads.
“Dziadzue. Ah. Dziadzue. He was always looking for
work. He was a weaver—he came from a whole family of weavers, of
craftsmen. But work wasn’t so easy to find. After the First World
War, the men were returning, the immigrants were pushed aside for
the returning soldiers. Dziadzue traveled all over the
county, always looking for work.”

“Why did she leave Debowiec?” Anatola asks.

“She came looking for her father, Tola. You know
that story. He was running from the Germans. He was a cavalry
officer, her father, very handsome and smart and fierce.
Baci said he rode like a warrior, fearless into battle, his
sword drawn. He was defending his village from the Germans during
their occupation before the First World War. He had killed several
in an attack, one, an officer, and the Germans were after him. He
fled Poland, and came to America.”

“But why did Baci come looking for him?
Why not Adam? He was older. He was a young man.”

Alka brushes some crumbs from the table into her
hand, dusting them into her ashtray. She leans back and stubs out
her cigarette, lighting another immediately. She leans her head
back, exhaling a curling stream, closing one eye against the
smoke.

“I think she had been very hurt.”

“Hurt?”

“Her mother had hurt her very badly.”

“How?”

“Baci had seen her mother carrying a
piece of fabric into the house. It was so beautiful, she told me.
Deep gold silk, not cheap, not chintzy, but warm and rich and
supple, like liquid, like amber. It was embossed with raised gold
velvet in a pattern of swirls that looked like flowers in a
fairyland. As soon as Baci saw that fabric, she knew she had
to have it. A pattern had swarmed into her head for a gown.
Baci could create a pattern out of nothing. She could pull
the design out of thin air. She would see a dress in a shop window,
we would always go down street on Saturday morning when we lived on
Sandy Hill, Baci and me, and we would look at all the
dresses in the shop windows. Baci only had to see a dress
one time, and she would come home and draw that pattern out on
newspapers and cut it out and sew the most beautiful dresses. Maria
had promised Baci that fabric for her gown. But she gave it
to Cecelia, her sister, instead.”

“Baci came to America at sixteen because of a
piece of fabric?”

Alka rises from the table, picking up a few
plates. “I told you, Tola, she was a lady. A very fine lady. She
had exquisite taste. By that time, with Kajetan, her father, gone,
their land dwindling, parcels passed out to the peasants who had
farmed them for decades, centuries—that land was in the Debski
family since the 1700’s, Tola, and before -—they couldn’t afford
the Parisienne dressmakers, or dressmakers from Krakow. There were
no more suitors or fancy balls. But she saw Maria carrying that
fabric, and she saw the gown she could fashion in her head, and her
mother promised her the fabric, promised her one more fancy ball,
but no ball ever came, and Maria gave that piece of fabric to her
sister instead.”

Alka carries the dishes into the kitchen, the
conversation closed, her thick castle-like wall that shelters truth
and keeps inquiry at bay raised like a drawbridge away from the
castle moat. Pyotr rises, gathering up more plates. Clarisse and
Anatola follow suit. The three will dismiss Alka from the washing
up chores, and clean the kitchen until it sparkles the way Alka
likes it, before they return to the little bedroom at the end of
the hallway where the secrets and the stories of the
Debski-Debrowski clan lay shrouded and sleeping in beds of boxes
and cartons and crates.

 


The room is cold, vault-like, the warm spring
sunshine never reaching here. It is halfway submerged under the
rising hill in the backyard. Tonight it is damp, dank, and cold.
Pyotr lifts one carton after another down from the pile. The
sisters take them from him, placing them on the concrete slab that
is covered with a thin green carpet worn and spotted. The cardboard
boxes that had sat upon the floor have been exposed to the damp,
the water seeping under the hill and up through the concrete,
invading the cardboard, staining it, running along the seams,
seeping into the boxes, splashing across the papers and pads and
notebooks and volumes and photographs, depositing a thin shear of
green mold.

They arrange the boxes around the room, each
taking one carton, rummaging through it, separating out the
contents, dividing up the newspapers written in Polish that Anatola
remembers her grandmother reading in the small white kitchen on
Carter Drive, the radio playing music from the Polish station,
white curtains fluttering in the soft breeze, the garden blooming
through the windowpanes; periodicals and Polish magazines, old
volumes of books, photographs, packets of letters, some creeping
with green mold, documents.

“Here’s a packet of letters from Debowiec,”
Pyotr is saying. He opens a letter, glances over it, then reads in
English. “’August 4th, 1927. Dearest Franciszka. I hope
this letter finds you well in America. Your family is still
growing, Franciszka! A new baby on the way. You must be very happy
with the news. I only wish I could be there with you to help. Or
that you could return home to me. But I know this is impossible.
All impossible. You have your family, a life across the sea.
Someone must stay here and protect the land, the house. Someone
must be here to bear witness as it passes away from us as it
inevitably will. Your sisters are doing well, only everyone misses
you and your beautiful voice singing in the gardens and in the
parlor. They also miss Adam, though no one has heard from him in so
long. I wrote him, but he does not answer. We received the money
from your father. Did Adam speak to him, or was it you, Franciszka?
At any rate, the money he sent was sorely needed, though it is not
enough, not nearly enough. Perhaps you could speak to him again?
Please, if you do see your brother, do not mention this to him.
When you see Kajetan, you must be the one to speak to him of the
money, please, do not let Adam know! We are doing what we can here,
but the house is so big, and everything now is so costly. We have
closed off all the upstairs rooms, and live only in the rooms
downstairs. The grand parlor is our bedroom where Cecelia and I and
bright little Anatola sleep. Cecelia and I divide the chores—even
the farming for it has come to that. There are few left who will
work the land unless they charge a king’s ransom, and we no longer
have a king’s ransom to pay. Anatola is too little, of course, to
do anything but make us smile with her baby antics. She is a
blessing, Franciszka. She is pure joy radiating through our sorrow.
Your own children must give you this same joy. After all is
finished, Franciszka, there is nothing left but your children. I
will write to you again very soon, but it is late now, and my eyes
are tired. I can no longer see as well as I used to, and the smoke
from the oil lamp burns my eyes. Please talk to Kajetan as soon as
you can—and please remember, don’t let Adam know I need you to ask
for more money. Love, Matka’.”

Pyotr folds the letter, placing it back in the
packet. There are others but it is now past midnight, and Pyotr
must rise early for work the next morning, even though it is
Sunday. He is still making up for the work he missed when he had
been kidnapped. Anatola tries to talk him into staying the night,
but he tells her no, it is better if he goes now. He promises her
he will come back tomorrow after work, if that is all right. He
will come again for dinner, if Alka will not object. Tomorrow Milos
will be home. Tomorrow it will be a blessing to have Pyotr at the
table to balance the dour presence of Milos. Anatola wonders how
Milos will react to him. Alka has informed him by phone that Pyotr
has dropped into their lives, and so Milos won’t be shocked upon
returning home, but still, Milos has always been a cipher. Pyotr
sets the packet of letters on a high shelf to keep them safe from
the encroaching damp. Before he leaves he tells Anatola not to
worry, he will translate them for her, every one, he promises.

The next day the sisters continue with the
separating and the cataloguing and the cleaning of the mold from
the papers it has invaded, smearing ink, splotching documents. They
take Alka to lunch, and then to the grocery where Anatola shops and
insists on paying for the groceries. Tonight, she will make dinner
for Clarisse and Alka and Milos and her son. When they return to
Alka’s house, the telephone message is blinking. It is a message
from Rachel, wondering how Anatola is, how’s Coici Alka,
how’s Aunt Clarisse? Anatola had called home from the airport when
she landed—which now seems like a lifetime ago though it is only
Sunday and she has been East for barely three days, but neither
were home, or no one was picking up, and she hasn’t spoken to
either one. Rachel is telling her mother on the recorded message
that she loves her, call when she can, and disconnects.

It would be a good time now to reach her,
Anatola thinks. Sunday afternoon, still morning out West, Rachel
probably still lounging in bed. Michael would be in the shop;
Rachel could run get him. “Hello, hello, how are you? Fine. What’s
going on?” Nothing, Michael. Nothing is going on. I am with my son
on an archeological dig excavating the ruins of my family, creeping
day by day closer to this young man whom I love so fiercely it
shatters my equilibrium, whom I barely know, whom I know
intimately. Rachel and Michael orbit a universe away. Anatola
thinks she does not have the capacity now to traverse that
universe. Clarisse cautions her to call. “Tola, you left Rachel
behind and came here and are with the other child. I’m sure she
could use your reassurance.” Anatola thinks Rachel needing
reassurance is not an altogether bad thing.

Milos arrives home later that afternoon. The
sisters are in the back room, but they hear Alka chattering to him
from the front of the house. He goes to the bedroom, showers, naps,
and does not re-emerge until just before dinner and after Pyotr has
arrived.

When Milos meets him, he extends a business-like
hand. “Hello, Peter,” he says not even attempting the Polish
pronunciation of his name, though he, like Edwin, grew up speaking
Polish, and as Edwin did, speaks it beautifully. Alka has told the
sisters that when she and Lydia and Milos visited Poland after
Lydia graduated from high school, Milos refused to speak a word of
Polish to anyone. He even refused to translate, as if he could not.
All the interpretation was left to Alka, who complained of pounding
headaches by the end of the day. Milos also refused to eat Polish
food, with the exception of kielbasa and golabki if the
stuffed cabbage had been browned in butter, the way Baci,
his mother-in-law, had made it, instead of baked in tomato
sauce.

Milos is an exacting man with a narrow focus.
His diet is simple—steak, potatoes, coca-cola, Ceaser salad. He had
a hard time getting fed in Euorpe, especially in Poland which was
still behind the Iron Curtain when they visited. When he was a
young magnate, chasing business deals and rainbows in equal
proportions, he drank martinis—lemon, no olive, no ice. He doesn’t
take ice in his coke now. He no longer drinks alcohol.

“Can I get you something to drink, Peter?” Milos
is asking.

“No, sir, thank-you,” Pyotr responds. “I’m
fine.”

“I’ve got some twelve year old Scotch. From
Scotland. Single malt. And we still have that Vodka from Poland,
don’t we Alka? The one from Warsaw?”

“I don’t know,” Alka responds. “I don’t know
what’s in that liquor cabinet.

“Thank you, sir,” Pyotr repeats. “I don’t wish
anything.”

 


At dinner, despite his nap, Milos looks tired;
dark circles smudge under his eyes, and his jowls sag. Even so, he
is still vibrant, still handsome, his eyebrows still dark and
thick. Pyotr asks him about his business trip, which Milos explains
has something to do with a foreign airline. Milos is trying to
round up the investors, he may even have to travel to the Mid-East
as the Saudis are involved, the deal could make them a lot of
money, if it goes through it will be the last and Milos can stop
and Milos can rest.

Since their mother died now over thirty years
ago, Clarisse and Anatola have heard the same litany, first from
Edwin until he disappeared into the ether of the Philippines, then
from John and Eva and Alka and Milos—different parts of the world,
different aspects, investments, deals –same evaporating rainbow at
the end.

“That sounds very interesting,” Pyotr tells him.
“I wish you good luck.”

“We’ll need it,” Milos quips.

“The girls and Pyotr are going through all
Baci’s things in the back room, “Alka says.

“Thank God, “ Milos pronounces. “It’s about time
someone did. Get rid of all that junk back there once and for
all.”

 


After dinner, after the kitchen has been
scrubbed spotless, the sisters and Pyotr return to the little room
under the hill in the back of the house. They return to their
digging and sorting and cleaning and placing in a quiet rhythm.
After they have worked for close to an hour, Alka appears cigarette
in hand, and sits upon the couch, watching them at their work. By
now, many of the boxes have been gone through and sorted.

“We haven’t found her diary.” Anatola says.

“Just that one page, “Pyotr responds.

“Baci’s diary?” Alka asks.

“We found a page from what seems to be a diary.
Peter translated it for us.” Clarisse says.

“Really?” Alka asks. “You found a page from her
diary?”

“Did she have a diary?” Anatola asks Alka.

“She used to write things down,” she responds.
“I used to watch her at the kitchen table writing things down.”

“Do you know what happened to any of that?”
Anatola asks.

“I assumed it would be somewhere in all this.”
Alka gestures with her cigarette, the smoke wisping across the
scattered contents of the room.

“Perhaps it wasn’t a diary at all,” Pyotr
says. “Perhaps it was a page from a letter. He goes to the high
shelf, and takes the packet down, rifling through them. “We found
all these letters,” he explains to Alka.

“Yeah, I knew there were letters.” She rises,
going to Pyotr, looking over his shoulder at the letters in his
hand.

“This one is written by Pani Francszka
herself.” He points out the date to Alka. “‘September 17, 1927.
Chicopee, Massachusetts.’”

“That’s from Sandy Hill” Alka says, looking
closely. “Jesus, I can barely see.” She peers even closer. “She
wrote that on Sandy Hill. When her mother had to finally give up
the house in Debowiec, they packed as much up as they could and
took it with them to Jaslo where they moved to a much smaller
house. Two bedrooms, maybe three, after they had lived in a
mansion. Then after Maria died, Cecelia had to get an even smaller
place, an apartment, so she sent everything here to Baci who
was on Carter Drive I think by then.” She looks at the
letter. “Can you read it, Pyotr?”

“Of course. ‘Dearest, Mommy,’ Pyotr reads.
‘Finally, I saw Father, but I am afraid the outcome was not good. I
don’t know where he has been, perhaps back to New Bedford. I think
he has found some work there in the shipping yards, but he won’t
tell me anything, and I have learned not to ask. He came to the
house today, but unfortunately, Adam was here with me. We were in
the kitchen having tea when I heard that great booming voice.
Before Adam could slip out the back, Kajetan was coming through the
living room, filling up the space with his dark cloud. He saw Adam
at the table, and his jaw tightened. The two stared at each other,
like two wild boars rutting in the forest. I don’t know how long it
has been since they saw each other, face to face like this. I know
Adam, avoids him at all costs. Adam took up his hat, and started to
rise. He kissed my cheek and said, “I will stop by later,
Franciszka.” Kajetan took a step toward him. “You have nothing to
say to your father? You don’t have even the time to say good
morning, sir?” Adam set his hat back on the table. His eyes were
fierce. I knew he was spoiling for a fight! He tried to move past
me, to step closer to Kajetan, but I wouldn’t let him. I didn’t
budge! Oh, Mommy, I knew what would happen if I let them near each
other! Kajetan took another step towards Adam and said, “I asked
you a question, boy.” He called him boy! Can you imagine! I could
feel Adam behind me. I could hear his hot rapid breath, his
pounding heart. I am in the middle, my big belly blooming, the only
thing between these two wild things. I turned to Father, and I told
him there would be no fighting in my house. He tried to silence me,
but I would not let him. I stepped in even closer, and I told him
if he wanted to start a brawl, he could go down to Stopas on the
corner and fight all he wanted there. But he was in my house, and
in my house, he would be polite and treat my guests, treat my
brother, with respect. He was so angry! He couldn’t believe I had
spoken to him like that? His eyes sparked like black coal. But what
was he going to do? Strike me and me, eight months pregnant? He
turned on his heel and left without a word. I don’t know when I
will see him again, or if he will ever be able to forgive me. I
don’t care. I am not sorry. I am only sorry that I was not able to
get more money for you, and now have no idea when I will be able
to. Edwin has a job at the furniture store down street after
school. Did I tell you he has refused to take his father’s name and
is insisting we all call him Edwin, not Edward? And him, not yet
thirteen years old! Already they are at each other’s throats! I may
be able to take a little something from Edwin’s pay. Of course, he
brings everything to me. Arnold is still too young to go to work.
Ted is still not working. I will send you as much as I can. Love,
Franciszka.’”

“She was pregnant with Henry,” Alka says.
“That’s who was in her big belly. Henry.”

“What was going on between Adam and Kajetan?”
Anatola asks.

“I don’t know. I was a little girl, Tola—what
year was that, 1927? I was two years old.”

“Did you know Kajetan?”

“I remember him coming by the house. We have
pictures of him with Henry and Evelyn, me.”

“Dad?”

“Hmmm?”

“Are there any pictures of Dad with
Kajetan?”

“I don’t remember. A lot of photographs have
been lost.”

“She stood up to him,” Anatola says.

Alka smiles. “She was a pistol. Stood up to
Dziadzue, too. Though that wasn’t always the smartest thing to
do.”

“What do you mean?’ Clarisse asks.

“Nothing, They fought. Married couples fight .It
was a hard life.”

“I wish we could find that diary.” Anatola says,
looking around the room as if the diary will magically materialize
through her shear force of will alone.

“There’s probably not much there.” Alka says,
waving her cigarette, returning to the couch.

“If there even is one,” Clarisse says.

“Right,” Alka replies. “There might not even be
one.”

 


The days fall into a quiet peaceful rhythm.
Anatola rises in the morning, before Clarisse, before anyone, and
makes coffee, taking her freshly brewed cup to the back room.
Clarisse follows usually about an hour later, followed even later
by Alka who has always been a night owl, who stays up late into the
night, sometimes 2 or 3 in the morning, then remains abed until
after noon. The stack of boxes to go through decreases hour by
hour, the contents separated, placed in neat catalogued piles
spreading across the floor on the carpet or on towels or sheets
Pyotr has insisted on to protect them from the damp. The sisters
work side by side, cleaning off any mold, making stacks of the
periodicals and newspapers they will throw out, with Alka’s
consent, which she always gives, as they hold up the items one by
one, Alal gazing at them, closing one eye, tipping her head, then
pronouncing, “Throw that one out.”

At noon they stop and take Alka to lunch, to one
of her favorite haunts which at 80 seems to be Arby’s Roast Beef or
Macdonald’s, with an occasional Kentucky Fried Chicken thrown in.
They take her to the store for groceries, to the mall for sweaters
for Milos and dresses for Lydia that they will never wear. They
take her to get her nails done, and to the beauty shop to keep her
beautiful hair clipped wedge-like and bountifully red. Alka revels
in the attention. She tells the girls she wishes they could stay.
She wishes they would return to Massachusetts, where they all lived
once upon a time, and the clan flourished happily and grew
prosperous and had dinners together on the weekends and went to
Cape Cod in the summer. She wishes they lived close by so the
children could visit and drop by for dinner with their friends and
Alka could take them shopping and buy them dresses and skirts and
tops and whatever they needed. Clarisse and Anatola look at each
other wryly at Alka’s fond memories, at her spinning of the tale of
the clan. They remember the time after their mother had died and
their father had fled and they were alone and Alka and Eva had
disappeared inside their own fortresses, their own grief, yes, but
behind a castle-thick wall that left the girls on the outside,
tipping up upon their toes to get just a glance inside. Alka does
not remember this, and they will never remind her. It was only
shortly after their mother died that Milos’s and Edwin’s business
began to collapse, Eva was battling her own problems with John,
possible divorce, impending bankruptcy; disintegration loomed
everwhere. The happy prosperous years had been painfully short;
their mother’s death was the end of them.

At night, Pyotr always returns, always in time
for dinner, always neatly dressed, his lengthening hair tied tidily
back and flowing off his shoulders, always helping them clean the
kitchen before their evening ritual begins. There is a growing
stack of letters, notebooks, loose papers, and documents that Pyotr
will have to work through and translate, much of which he has
already taken with him back to his house. Anatola eyes this growing
stack nervously. How will he ever find the time? He works all day
long, sometime seven days a week. Of course she knows nothing of
his social life. While she has been in Massachusetts, he has been
with her every evening, here, under the hill in this excavation
cave. He carries a cell phone, but either it doesn’t ring, or he
has turned it off while he works. She remembers the telephone
answering machine in his hallway in the house on Oak Street. The
machine had been filled with messages that had gone unanswered. But
he bends to this task uncomplaining, adding to the pile of records
and remnants to be translated without complaint. Watching him work,
watching him bend to his task, his soft blue eyes searching across
letters and documents, reading them quietly in his beautiful
Polish, translating a snippet here and there, setting the papers
aside in their tidy stacks, Anatola wonders if there will come a
time beyond work, beyond excavation and translation, when he will
open more fully to her, confide in her, trust her with the secrets
she knows he still keeps locked away in his heart.

Friday morning it is raining, a steady down
pour, the rain blowing in sideways in sheets. The temperature has
dropped over night from warm balmy spring back to the dead of
winter. Mixed in with the rain are thick round ice balls of hail,
peppering the roof, bouncing atop the lush budding lawn of Alka’s
backyard. Pyotr calls early in the morning. He will not be at work
today because of the rain. He will spend the day instead at his
computer trying to make a dent in the growing heap of documents of
the clan.

Tomorrow, Saturday, the sisters will be
returning home; Clarisse to her home on the Nyack River outside of
New York City, Anatola back to Van Nuys. The sisters had not known
what to expect when they had first hatched their plans to spend
their spring break back home in Massachusetts. The last thing they
had expected was to be spending their days in the back room of
Alka’s house, Pyotr at their side, excavating lost treasure. Most
of the work has been completed, and now, with one day remaining,
and despite the rain and cold and winter-like weather, they decide
they will go to Chicopee to visit the place of their childhood
where for a few short years life had been carefree and prosperous
before death had snatched ease and innocence away in its icy
inexorable claws.

They stop at Pyotr’s first, wresting him away
from his computer despite his protestations. There are things
Anatola needs to show him, pieces of family history not bound up in
dusty and molding papers, but present here in Chicopee now. They go
first by their old high school, Chicopee High, which Pyotr did not
attend, having been fortressed away instead by the good sisters of
St. Stanislaus. From the high school, they drive across the street
and up the sloping lane that leads through Szot Park whose grassy
meadows beckoned Anatola as she sat often bored and restless in
class. They cross the old stone bridge that spans the Chicopee
River, once a laughing-stock, its waters besmirched with the
pollution of factories and human waste, now flowing clean and vital
due to the politics and environmentalists of the 70’s,. They
continue up the long sweeping curve to the house on Carter Drive
where the sisters grew up, where their mother died, where Anatola
mourned alone in isolation, where two doors down Anatola moved in
with Frances as she awaited the birth of the young man who sits
behind her. Farther down Granby Road they take Pyortr to lunch at
Tony’s, the Pizzeria and Grinder House that was their childhood
favorite, the restaurant run by an Italian family the girls from
which they went to school. It still stands lime green and white,
red-topped stools inside, the tiny structure harkening back thirty
years, forty, the grinders magically tasting the same. Tony’s son
cooks for them now, his father has passed away many years ago.
Finally, the road leads to St. Stanislaus Cemetery where now both
Helen and Edwin rest along with Frances and Ted, Ted’s mother
Teresa and his father Antoni, their Uncle Henry, the baby Evelyn
who died at three years old, and Arnold, the brother Edwin adored,
the son lost to asthma at the tender age of fifteen in the middle
of a hellish night.

It is early afternoon as they enter the
graveyard, the rain now a steady mist. Though it has been several
years since Clarisse has been here, she knows the way by heart, and
drives expertly through the twisting lanes lined on both sides by
grave stones. Clarisse stops the car at an intersection of two
lanes, and they get out. As they walk across the expanse of lawn,
stepping between the stones, careful not to tread upon a grave,
Anatola sees beckoning the graceful grey and white marble statue of
the kneeling Virgin Mary her hands clasped in prayer, lips at her
fingertips, mournful eyes cast toward the heavens, veil shrouding
them from which a single marble tear flows. Her heart catches.
Edwin had purchased the kneeling Virgin because Helen had loved
Mary so, had felt a deep kinship with this woman, this mother of
sorrow. It has been much longer since Anatola has been here;
perhaps now close to twenty years—certainly not since she had moved
away to Los Angeles. After her mother died, she could not come. She
had been back only once several months after that funeral surreal
and absurd. The grave had been bare, marked not by a stone, not by
a statue, not even by flowers. The grass had grown high around it,
studded with weeds. She grew livid. Insane with anger. Her father
was off somewhere, not yet to the Philippines, but somewhere else
in the void of business meetings and flight. Jesus Christ, she had
raged, he can’t even manage to care for her mother’s grave. When he
finally landed back again in Chicopee, she confronted him. He said
nothing, only turning his back and walking away. Later she learned
from Clarisse that he had complained to her, “How dare Anatola
speak to me in that tone of voice?” But by the next month, the
stature had been purchased and placed and arrangements had been
made to keep the grave site pristine. Anatola has forgotten how
beautiful the marble Virgin is, how sorrowful and comforting at
once, how evocative of Helen, of her care, of her unstinting love,
of her generous heart. She has also forgotten that a stone has been
placed to mark the grave of her father. Her throat constricts,
tears coming to her eyes.

“I didn’t think it would affect me so much after
all these years,” Anatola whispers through the constriction, the
words straining her throat. “I didn’t think it would still hurt so
much.”

She sits on the marble bench that faces the
graves, Pyotr watching her. Clarisse lays flowers atop each grave.
“Two needless deaths; both too soon.”

“Far too soon,” Anatola says. She dabs at her
eyes, the moment of mourning passing and turns to her son. “Our
mother died of cancer, Pyotr. Uterine. It went undiagnosed for too
long. Mis-diagnosed. No one should die of uterine cancer. It is
actually fairly simple to treat, to isolate and take care of. She
had an old Polish doctor whom she loved, whom no one could convince
her to stop seeing. She didn’t seek other counsel, see a
specialist, until it was too late.”

“She died very young, “Pyotr says, reading the
inscription on the stone.

“We were teenagers,” Clarisse tells him. “Tola
was seventeen.”

He cocks his head to one side, looking at
Anatola, storing this information, measuring it carefully.

“Your father was not too old as well. Not as
young as your mother, but still seventy, yes? Today, that is not so
very old.”

“He should have lived much longer.” Anatola
says.

“Our father was murdered in the Philippines,
“Clarisse continues. “ A business deal gone sour from what we can
gather.” Clarisse tells him.

“You don’t know what happened?” Pyotr asks.

“Tola tried to find out.”

“My friend Marc and I had our bags packed and we
were headed for the Philippines. But Milos stopped us. He told us
nothing was there. We wouldn’t find anything. It was probably true.
Our own government couldn’t find out anything.”

“You never found out who killed him?”

“They told us he had been accosted on the street
by a couple of punks. One of them had a knife. They told us they
thought it might have been a robbery, but his wallet and the watch
he was wearing were with him when he arrived at the hospital. A cab
took him there. The man saw Dad had been stabbed, and put him into
his cab and drove him to the hospital. But he was gone
already.”

“Oh, my God,” Pyotr says. “And they never found
these men?”

“No,” the sisters say together.

“We heard all kinds of stories from his business
associates,” Anatola continues. .. “I even found a lawyer in
NewYork, the uncle of a friend of Marc’s who took the case on
gratis. But Milos was right. There was nothing. The lawyer followed
the paper trail, as thin as it was, as far as it led. There were a
lot of stories floating around, rumors and innuendo, but nothing
led anywhere and in the end there was nothing.” Anatola looks
toward her father’s grave. “Clarisse was always afraid that once he
went to the Philippines, he would never return.”

“And he never did’ Clarisse says. “He never
returned save inside the box that held his ashes.”

Clarisse moves to her sister, sitting beside her
on the marble bench, laying her arm across her shoulders, resting
her head against her. Pyotr stands looking from the graves to the
sisters and back again. He walks up to the kneeling Virgin Mary and
runs his fingers across the smooth cool marble, touching her cloak,
her fingers clasped in prayer, the edge of her veil, the single
tear that flows down the lines of her beatific face.

 


They return to Alka’s, returning for one last
time to the tiny room under the hill. Everything has been sorted;
most of the papers Pyotr will be translating have already been
taken to his home, though there are several more notebooks he
gathers up now, placing them in cartons that he will take with him.
They group what is left and neatly pile the cartons and mesh crates
along one wall. They sweep the floor clear of remnants and bits of
mold and dust, and vacuum the rug and dust the shelves. When they
are almost done, Alka appears, a coverless notebook in her, the
sheets of paper brown with age, written in pencil. She brings the
pages to Pyotr, and places them in his hand. “Baci’s diary,”
she says. She looks at the three of them who gaze at her in wonder.
“Take good care of it, Pyotr,” she says.

“Of course, Pani,” he responds.

“I used to watch her sit at the kitchen table
writing, writing. ‘Mommy, what are you writing?’ I would ask.
‘Nic, nic,’ she’d answer. ‘Just some poems, some songs, some
things I remember.’” She turns to Anatola. “Promise me you will not
publish this.”

“What?” Clairsse gasps startled at the
request.

“She’s a writer,” Alka answers.

“She’s not just a writer, “Clarisse says. “She’s
a producer and a director and a writer.”

“I am an Assistant Professor of Community and
Continuing Education and a housewife and mother,” Anatola says.

“You are a writer,” Alka tells her. “I don’t
want Baci’s writing, her…intimate thoughts… spread across a
page for the world to read, or in plays for the world to see.”

“Coici, I haven’t written anything in
years.”

“You are a writer. Promise me”

“I promise you I will protect and honor her
legacy. That, I will promise you.”

“All right then, “Alka concedes. “She was a
lady, Tola, Clara, a fine fine lady who left her homeland as a
noblewoman and lived in America as a peasant, and never returned to
her country”

“Why not, Coici?” Anatola asks.

“Perhaps you will find the answer, Tola,” Alka
answers. “I never could.”

That night, Milos has bought lobster for dinner,
a rare treat for the sisters. Even at his most dour and fierce,
Milos has always been capable of great acts of generosity and
caring, even sensitivity. He splits the lobsters while they are
still alive down their backs through their hard shells with a sharp
knife in preparation for the grill. Pyotr winces. He has had
lobster, he grew up in New England, but only steamed, usually at a
restaurant, and if on occasion at someone’s home, it was never he
who had hurled them to their death in the tumbling water. Milos has
drawn butter and tossed a Ceaser salad, making the dressing from
scratch which includes a raw egg, and baked potatoes by wrapping
them in foil and stowing them beneath the red hot coals of the
grill. He has even chilled champagne, which no one refuses. At
dinner, Pyotr catches Anatola’s eye and smiles, making sure she
notices he drinks his champagne judiciously, and refuses a third
glass.

After dinner they have coffee and New York
cheesecake bought from the deli in town that orders directly from
Sardi’s or so Milos tells them, but you can never be sure with
Milos, though the cheesecake is delicious. Clarisse trundles off to
pack, complaining happily about being full to bursting, and Anatola
drives Pyotr home.

The rain has cleared scrubbing the night stars
bright and translucent. The air still snaps with cold, but a soft
breeze blows with the promise of returning spring. Pyotr talks of
Milos wielding his knife, “I thought, oh my God, I’m going to faint
and he’s going to think I’m this gutless wimp of a guy, but really,
I could have lived the rest of my life without seeing those poor
lobsters sliced that way. Still, they were very tasty, and I have
to say, though I am sorry for them, I am not sorry I ate them.” He
laughs, the sound buoyant rising to a giggle, trickling on the air,
trickling into her heart.

At Oak Street, Anatola parks at the curb in
front of his house, and they get out, each carrying a carton up the
walk and into the house. Pyotr snaps on lights. Anatola notes with
satisfaction that the telephone answer machine is blinking with
many missed messages, many friends, then, awaiting his return call.
“My computer is back here in the office,” Pyotr is saying, leading
her down the hall to a room opposite the den where he had sat in
the dark drinking Vodka alone all those weeks past. “Just put the
box down anywhere,” he tells her, setting the carton he carries on
the floor beside the computer, beside a tumble of books and
notebooks and packets of letters. More letters sit on his desk
beside the computer. “I have a lot of work, to do, eh, Pani
Anatola,” he says turning to her, his eyes wide and bright and
full and blue, so blue. His hair has come untied from its leather
strip and falls forward, the curls cascading over one shoulder, and
Anatola watching him, feels a hammer blow to her solar plexus, a
knife plunge through her heart that rocks her backward, her mouth
suddenly dry, her throat tight, tightening, choking until the dam
constructed of twenty-five years of unshed tears bursts.

Pyotr, watching her, blinks in surprise. She
goes to him, she will not stop herself; she can no longer censor,
and wraps him in her arms, drawing him close, choking on the sobs,
unleashing the tears .Pyotr, stunned, pats her back, her hair. An
image of Rachel as a baby springs to her mind; Rachel patting her
mother’s back as Anatola hugs away her tears, holds her close,
comforts her hurt. He whispers to her softly in Polish, “It’s okay,
Pani. It’s all right. Don’t cry, Pani.”

Her nose is running, her eyes leaking hot
uncontrollable tears, her face blotched with red as is the tip of
her long pointy Debrowski nose. She is a sight as far from poise
and elegance as a child in the throes of earth-shattering
heartbreak. She pulls back from him now, cupping her hands along
the sides of his beautiful face and speaks to him, mixing Polish
and English. “Pyotr, I love you. I have loved you from the moment I
felt you kicking and tumbling inside me, from the moment you were
born. I have loved you every single day of my life for twenty-five
years. You are my blood. To jest moja syn. I have never
forgotten you. I have never stopped loving you.”

“Pani…” he says, but can say no more. He looks
down, he looks away, his own eyes filling despite the effort he
makes to stop them. He grasps her hands with his, pats them, moves
away. His head is down, his body bent nearly in half. He wipes at
his eyes with one hand. He can no longer bear his own weight, can
no longer bear the weight of her devotion, of her declaration. His
knees buckle and he crumbles to the ground, his hand shielding his
eyes.

She goes to him, sitting beside him. She folds
her arms around him, gently guiding his head with one smooth hand,
laying the blonde curls against her chest, rocking him slowly
slowly until her own tears begin to dry and his shudders cease.

They sit in silence, the mother holding her son.
After a moment he moves her arm gently aside and rises. He walks to
the other side of the room, fingertips at his forehead. He stops,
and turns back to her. “Pani. Pani Anatola. Pani Lola. Matka.
Moja Matka.” *

He goes to her now, kneeling beside her,
offering his hand, gently lifting her up from the floor.

(*Madame. Madame Anatola. Madame Lola.
Mother. My Mother.)

 


 


 Chapter
Five

 


Gathering

 


Debowiec used to be a town
(oppidum), now it is a village located 8km south of
Jaslo. It is located on a hill, whose northern and southern
slopes flow down gently while the eastern and the western slopes
are steep. From the east, the hill is washed by the river
Wisloka and from the west by the small brook
Debownica. The surroundings of Debowiec are
beautiful. Looking east from the top of the hill you can see the
valley of the river Wisloka; behind it there rises the tall
and steep Majscowa hill where there are two villages:
Majscowa and Zarzecze. Further you can see Gorka,
where the order of the Nuns of the Visitation has its home. [Let
us hope the good nuns of the Visitation are a kinder, gentler breed
than those of St. Stanislaus! –PNC] From the South, the view is
even more beautiful. An extensive basin with numerous villages
stretches below including Osiek and Zmigrod. This
basin extends to the Lower Beskidy Mountains which are
covered with beautiful forests appearing light blue, dark blue, or
a verdant vibrant green depending on the weather and if there are
storm clouds looming or clear sunny skies. West there are two hills
behind the brook Debownica: Wierzchogory and Kobyla
Gora, and beyond a few villages surrounded by the
Pagorzyna hills. North the river Wisloka flows
between the hills of Nieglowice and Zolkow. Far
beyond are the Podzamcze hills and majestic
Liwocz.

The name Debowiec is of topographic
origin, which means it can be traced to the characteristics of the
place that is the oak forests that used to cover the area centuries
ago and still surround much of the landscape. Oak in Polish is
“dab”; the plural is deby. The village was
established beginning in the XII century and was located on a
trading route from Budapest, Hungary to Krakow. It was a royal
property at first; then, later sold to the Myszkowski
family. Difficult times had begun since Myszkowski received
the rights to Debowiec. The town changed hands many times;
the owners oppressed the townsmen. Throughout these years of
feudalism, the people of Debowiec had to put up with
terrible violence and injustice. They defended themselves, filed
complaints even so that the king appointed a panel of judges and
issued royal decrees. These, however, were more often than not
ignored by the starosts, the deputy or ruler of the town.
Other town owners between 1545-1764 were Mniszek, Siemenski,
Zborowski, and Ziemialkowsk.

The name Siemienski is associated with a
ghastly slaughter of serfs from Debowiec and other
neighboring villages including Lazy. [pronounced Wazy—the
“L” is a slashed L and in Polish is pronounced as a “W” PNC]
The serfs, who lived at Siemienski’s manor house, rebelled
against their lord due to egregious feudal oppression. They were
subjected to high rents on everything from gardens to homes to the
sheep they slaughtered and the bread they baked. Failure to comply
resulted in beatings, imprisonment, even death.

Anyone who reads the agreement made on the
17th November 1755 would be amazed that the townsmen of
Debowiec agreed to sign this document. [There is an
excerpt of this document in the Historia Debowica by
FatherSzerlgowski, if you would like to see it –PNC] They
seemed to have cared so much about preserving their privileges, but
at the same time they signed something entirely contradictory. Not
so long before, on 19th October 1754, King August III
had confirmed all the privileges given to Debowiec by his
predecessors. According to these privileges, the people of
Debowiec were to be free from serfdom, that is they were not
obliged to provide transportation for the lord, deliver his mail,
work his plots, bleach linen for him, fish, transport lumber, etc.
They had the right to brew beer, mead, and spirits. However, these
were ignored by the starost (deputy or ruler of the town).
The Siemienskis tried to deprive the townsmen of the
privileges granted by the king.

The circumstances in which the agreement was
reached were explained in the complaint filed in 1755. This is how
Siemienski forced the townsmen to sign the agreement:

“Having arrested the mayor at dawn,
Siemienski had him beaten, chained and sent to Benkowa
Wisznia (near Gródek Jagiellonski). Then he hurled
insults at him and confiscated all his possessions. As a result of
torture and humiliation, the mayor died five days later. Then
Tomasz Wodynski, a townsman living in the center of the town
was arrested. He was so badly beaten that the flesh started coming
off. Then Siemienski set up a panel of “judges,” none of
whom was favorably inclined towards the townsmen. After having the
common folk gathered, he ordered his men to surround them. Then he
ordered a gallows to be put up and called a hangman so that
everybody could see him. People were so terrified that they agreed
to sign any document Siemienski gave.

“The Siemienskis treated townsmen who had
certain privileges confirmed by the king in such a way, so we can
imagine how they treated serfs who were totally dependent on his
mercy. Serfs were powerless and did not know how to defend
themselves. The fact that they resorted to open rebellion indicates
that they could no longer bear the oppression.

“A man named Waclaw Mikus led the rebellion. On
hearing the news, the lord with all his forces approached the
rebels who were gathered on the outskirts of Debowiec. The lord
began threatening and insulting the serfs. Mikus fired at him. He
hit only the lord’s hat, but the lord’s soldiers attacked the
serfs, murdering them with their sabers. Mikus was captured alive;
they tied him to a horse and dragged him behind to the manor house
where he was tortured, beaten, starved, and imprisoned. The lord’s
name was Franciszek, son of Wojciech Siemienski.

“When Mikus was imprisoned in the manor house
cell he often sang religious songs:

Bede Cie, wielbil moj Panie (I will
worship you my Lord)

Pki mnie na swiecie stanie (As long as I
am alive)

Zes mnie w przygodzie ratwal (You saved
me in danger)

Od smiechow ludzkich zachowal (And did
not let the people laugh at me.)

 


“On the eighth day of Mikus’ hunger strike,
Siemienski’s servant was surprised to find Mikus still alive. He
brought him to his lord.

“’Mikus!” The Lord Siemienski said. “Are
you still alive?’”

“’I am,’ Mikus replied, his voice though
weak from torture and hunger, still filled with the vigor of
determination and dissent.

“Siemienski was moved deeply. This was a
man who had dared to stand against him, the lord. A man who had
withstood days of torture and beatings, and now over a week of
hunger. He ordered his servant to give Mikus some wine. Mikus took
the wine gratefully, and sipped. However, the lord’s intervention
was not enough. Just a few hours after Mikus drank the wine, he
weakened and died.”

(Translated from Historia Debowica, Father
Szerlgowski 1955)

Waclaw Mikus is a distant cousin to your
great-grandmother, Maria (Marianna) Buba. His direct descendant Jan
Mikus was godfather to Maria who was born 18th September
1874 in Debowiec. She died 11th October 1953 in Nowy
Zmigrod and is buried in Debowiec.

The first Debski to appear in Debowiec is Maciej
Debski appearing in 1765 when. He married Barbara Ulanski of
Debowiec in that year. Maciej’s appearance begins the establishment
of the Debski family in Debowiec, after which there are clear
records leading straight through to your grandmother, Franciszka.
Many records were destroyed during both WWI and WWII. There is no
information about Marciej before he appears in the records in
Debowiec with his marriage to Miss Ulanski; records of nearby
villages could be sought and searched. However, Polish society from
the earliest time on, possibly as early as 800 or 900AD, certainly
from the XII century, was organized in the way of most European and
Eastern European nations around feudalism. There were a few
powerful families at the top—such as those families that owned
Debowiec in the beginning, Mniszek, Siemenski, Zborowski, and
Ziemialkowsk. These family names are found throughout Polish
history. Other family names include the Radziwills, Leszczynskis,
Czartoryskis, and Zamoyskis. (Adam Zamoyski is a prominent
Polish historian today who traces his routes back to this noble
family. I have read some of his work—back to those good sisters of
St. Stanislaus—and am reading it again as I go through the records
and papers we found at Ciotka Alka’s. PNC) These magnates, who
owned vast quantities of land, controlled Poland. Unlike other
European rising nations, power did not reside in the throne;
Poland’s king was usually a figurehead, his election closely
guarded by the magnates and gentry and with very few exceptions,
given to a foreigner—Hungary, Sweden, Saxony, for example, in order
to control the power of the throne and keep it safely within the
grip of the nobility. They were afraid of a dynasty that would
concentrate power, and afraid that if one of their own were elected
to this position, he might become too strong and wrest power away
from the lords.

The records show a very generous dowry given to
Marciej by the Ulanski family at the time of his marriage, which
included land, houses, fields of wheat and rye, horses, cattle, and
pigs. This type of generosity would not have happened to any other
than a man of some type of distinction. Having appeared in Debowiec
and settled there, it is a safe assumption that he had no land
anywhere else. Otherwise, it would be mentioned somewhere in the
records. It is also possible than any land he and his family owned
might have been taken in one of the many struggles for power that
engulfed Poland throughout her history. He was about thirty five
years of age when he married, not so young for that time. He
brought to the marriage “a fine horse ten hands high, dignified and
stout and of remarkable speed, and a noble character and carriage
befitting a knight. (record of the wedding—1765) This record
indicates that Marciej was from what is known as minor nobility,
possibly a mercenary affiliated with one of the more powerful
magnates who had journeyed to Debowiec, attracted perhaps by the
“well cultivated land despite the disadvantageous conditions or
densely forested area where the people grew millet, oats, wheat,
and less frequently barley or rye. They bred cattle and horses, and
also pigs due to the abundance of oak and beech leaves that were
used as fodder.” (Bruckner, Dzieje Kultury)

Your great grandmother Marianna Buba was
nineteen years old when she married Kajetan Debski, direct
descendant of Marciej, on 4th February 1894. Kajetan was
almost thirty at the time. He had not been married before. By this
time, both families were prominent landowners and this match
between the families increased their holdings to a large extent.
The estate house (not the same as the manor house of the lord)
where your grandmother Franciszka grew up was on property owned
originally by the Buba family. I am working on that translation
now, and will send to you the letters as they are completed.

I hope your flight home was easy and uneventful.
I’m glad you didn’t have to make so many stops going home. I am
going to see Coitka Alka this weekend, can you believe it?
She has some projects, as she calls them, which need to be done at
her house. She promises to feed me very well, as she says I am far
too skinny and not like any other Debrowski she knows. My other
house is now finished, so I am, as they say, between jobs, and have
much time. I will send more information to you as I finish it.
Perhaps you should tell me what papers you would like to know about
first. Coitka Alka tells me she enjoyed your visit very much
and hopes that you may come again and visit very soon. I hope the
same.–Pyotr.

 


Anatola reads Pyotr’s e-mail from her office at
home. It is 3 A.M., almost dawn on the East Coast, and she hasn’t
been able to sleep. The physical flight across the continent
hurtling her through the ether high above the continental U.S. and
towards Van Nuys was smooth and uneventful, but Anatola’s heart and
soul were in turmoil. She is torn between two worlds; the world of
her childhood, gentle Massachusetts and the ghosts of the
Debski-Debrowski clan, both living and dead; and the world of Los
Angeles and her brilliant brooding disillusioned husband and her
beloved angst-ridden adolescent daughter who seeks release from
demons she cannot name but seem to haunt her every waking hour,
demons that Anatola has done her motherly best to keep at bay but
have none the less invaded, alien beings that have stormed the
compound of home and hearth and stolen the soul of her adored child
and replaced it with some thing foreign and strange, leaving the
physical shell intact.

Upon arrival at LAX, Anatola searched the
linoleum corridors for a public phone to call her family. No one
uses public pay phones any longer; everyone has cells, except
Anatola. Even Clarisse has a cell, though she keeps it perennially
turned off and Anatola does not see the point, but Clarisse says it
is for emergencies. Anatola should have one, too, Clarisse often
admonishes, as she could tumble off the edge of those twisting
freeways, like deadly tentacles in an African jungle, and no one
would ever know. But what, Anatola wonders, did people do before
cell phones? People spun off the freeways then, too. Michael has a
cell phone, which he needs for business. Rachel has had a cell
phone since middle school as “everyone has one,” which has turned
out to be a blessing as Anatola has a number where Rachel can
always be reached, except of course when she doesn’t answer, which
is now-a-days almost always until Anatola threatens in her voice
message that the next step is calling the police unless Rachel
returns the call immediately, which usually works even as it
inspires an indignant wrath.

Upon deplaning, and again at baggage, Anatola
had suppressed the puppy-dog hope that one or both would appear;
they had missed her that much. But this is silly sentimentalism—LAX
is a nightmare, the Van Nuys Fly-A-Way easy and close to home. Upon
arriving at the Fly-A-Way bus depot, however, now fully expecting
at least one of them to be standing by the car eagerly awaiting her
return, she is shocked when after waiting more than twenty minutes
it is plain no one will be coming for her.

Inside, the beast at her breast, the wild horse
that presses, whinnies and stomps her foot.

Anatola hails a cab.

Upon arrival at home, she sees the house is a
mess. Dishes pile in the sink, dog hair covers the rugs of the den,
the hallway, the living room. Newspapers litter the floor and the
tops of tables. It is the middle of the afternoon; Michael is in
his shop, Rachel is nowhere to be seen, at school presumably, but
with Rachel, one never knows. Anatola drags her suitcase upstairs,
sorting her clothes into piles for the laundry. Up here at least
the bed is made. She carries the laundry downstairs, stops at the
bathroom to gather up more dirty clothes, and heads for the laundry
where she starts the wash. She empties the dishwasher, stacks the
dirty dishes, pulls the vacuum from the hall closet and scoops up
the dog hair, chest heaving. Michael walks in just as she is
loading the laundry from the washer to the dryer.

“Hey!” He says, surprised to see her standing in
the laundry alcove. “You’re back.”

Anatola pops the front of the dryer closed.

“Be careful with that,” Michael warns. “It’s
new, remember.”

Anatola places both hands on top of the dryer.
She tells herself to breathe. She warns herself to count to ten
slowly. She swallows, but the braying beast that gallops refuses to
be tempered. The beast whinnies deep at the back of her throat.
Anatola knows she will open her mouth, at any second, her mouth
will open, and the beast, unleashed, will roar forth
uncontainable.

“Did neither of you…” she begins, pushing back,
pushing down, unable to quell or stifle, her voice, tremulous,
rising…” know what time, what day I was coming home?”

Michael, carp-like, blinks, his voice
preternaturally low and steady. “What are you talking about?”

Dear God, hold on, hold back, don’t let her
crush forth, don’t let the reigns slip free. Measured; shrew-like,
goddamnit she can hear it, fish-wife despite her heroic efforts. “I
called this house several times…” swallow, hold, hold, no, rising.”
…I left messages on both your cells. I was hoping, foolishly, I
admit, that perhaps one of you might think I was just
important enough for you to interrupt your very important schedules
to meet me at LAX!.” Gone, now. Out, crashing free. Ride beast!
“The least I expected was a ride home from the goddamn
Fly-A-Way!”

Michael surprised, blinks again carp-like in
wonderment. Anger unleashed, she cannot be still. “The house is a
goddamn pigsty, I have to pay good money for a cab, and this is
what I come home to?”

He looks around the room. He nods, his face a
blank controlled mask He raps the top of the dryer with his
knuckles, one short staccato rap, and walks away. She stands, chest
heaving, knowing she has done everything exactly wrong, knowing
there was no way to do anything right, knowing that she has blown
her homecoming and God only knows how long the Cold War revved up
anew will rage silently, deadly, now, like a looming glacier poised
to split open the sailing ship aimed straight towards its path..
Michael proceeds to the kitchen, where, humming, he pours himself a
cup of coffee. He walks back to the kitchen door, brushing past
where she stands frozen in rage and impotence. “Excuse me,” he says
as he opens the door. Before stepping through, he turns back to
her. “Oh, by the way. Welcome home.”

 


It is now 3:23 A.M. her computer tells her down
in the right hand corner, and she sits bleary and stinging-eyed
reading Pyotr’s e-mail. She longs to be back in Massachusetts. She
longs for the tiny damp room under the hill in Alka’s house. She
longs for the quiet rhythm of those days sorting and piling and
excavating. She longs for Clarisse’s steady presence and Alka’s
hoarse cigarette-scarred laugh. She longs for her son.

She hears a key turn in the front lock, the door
squeaking wide open and bumping against the far wall, Rachel
singing in her clear strong forceful voice. A moment, then Rachel,
having seen the light on in the office, pops her blonde-maned head
into the room.

“Hey! What’re you doing up?”

Anatola stifles the urge to say, “What are you
doing coming in at this hour?” and instead with measured neutrality
replies, “I couldn’t sleep.”

Surprisingly, Rachel enters the room, swinging
her Prada knock-off onto the couch, throwing herself after it. “Jet
lag.”

“Maybe.”

“So. How was your trip?”

For the first time since she spied LA from the
window of the plane, Anatola feels the hard edges around her mouth
soften. Here is her beloved daughter, home from God knows where,
wanting to know how her trip was.

“It was good.”

“Yeah?” Rachel asks, her perfectly black-rimmed
and mascara-ed big blue eyes opening wide and welcoming.

“Yeah. Really good.”

“You saw Pyotr?” Rachel’s pronunciation of his
name is flawless and musical.

The protected edges of Anatola’s heart begin to
soften. “I saw a lot of him.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh, Rache…”

“I tried calling you, you know.”

“I know. I got the message. I tried you
back.”

“Messages. You didn’t reach me. We both
called. Dad and me.”

“I know. The time difference is a problem.
Whenever I thought to call it was usually too late at night.”

“Like now, maybe?”

“Rachel. I’m sorry. There was so much going
on.”

“So. How was he?”

“Pyotr?”

“No. The man in the moon. Yes. Pyotr. He was
good?”

Anatola scoots her chair in closer to Rachel,
reaching for her hands.

“Really good, Rache. You know, I didn’t know
what to expect when I went out

there. I didn’t even know if he would see
me…”

Jagged electronic music. Beethoven’s Fifth?
Synthesized, technical, soulless bleeps. Rachel raises a long
slender finger and mouths, “Hold that thought,” as she answers her
ubiquitous cell phone. “Hey,” she purrs, sensuous, thrilled, her
beautiful eyes widening, dancing. “I looked for you, too! “ A
giggle pops, a tinkle that envelops Rachel and whomever it is on
the other side of cyberspace in a delicious bubble of exclusivity.
She rises, mouthing again that she will be right back, just one
minute, and strolls to her room. The delectable glee erupts again
impenetrable, secured secretively away behind the closing bedroom
door. Rachel does not return. Not in a minute. Not in an hour. Not
for the thought Anatola continues with hope fading, to hold.

 


Life in Van Nuys settles into its separate
orbits. Michael spends his days in his shop, soldering, carving,
welding, shaping, or hunched over the computer, researching new
galleries, new prospects, sending e-mails, on his cell phone in
long conversations with his web master as he designs and re-designs
the web site, vamping for more traffic, more excitement, more
sales. He has coffee or lunch with his agent, where they talk more
about baseball than they do art. He works in the yard and haunts
the museums and art fairs and galleries in Venice and Malibu. He
takes long drives up the coast and walks along the beach and over
the dunes and into the scrubby brush rising in spits, gathering the
driftwood that is his stock in trade, his inspiration, and shells
and sea glass to forge and weave and solder into his work.

Once upon a time, they did these things
together. Before Rachel and a mortgage and car payments and college
tuition and the years that sweep by and change things so that
suddenly one day you have somehow traversed from the giddy high of
what will be to the tenacious hope of what might still be to the
falling desperation of what must be soon before all hope withers
like a delicate stalk of new spring growth destroyed by the
unexpected blast of a bitter artic wind.

Anatola met Michael after she moved to New York
City to live with Clarisse, after she had given Pyotr up for
adoption. To ease the hole in her heart, Anatola, though still
suffering from the anxiety of the loss of her mother, now
complicated with the loss of her baby son, threw herself into life
in the big city, seeking action to salve her pain. She gravitated
still towards theatre, though the heady San Francisco days of shock
and guerilla theatre had run their course; these were tamer times.
The war was finally over; Watergate, hardly a blip on the bubble of
social consciousness (why, she always wondered, where were the
masses rising up in outrage; when the Watergate hearings were going
on she was working as a chambermaid in Aspen. She followed them
incessantly, moving from room to room, turning on the big color
televisions before she did anything else) was settled and Nixon
safely resigned and removed to San Clemente.

What was rearing on the political horizon was
women’s issues, feminism, and minority rights. Bubbling beneath the
surface in the 40’s and 50’s, the issues exploded in the
free-wheeling 60’s, continuing to percolate and detonate into the
70’s. They had cachet, perhaps, and Anatola, found her voice anew.
After working with several groups, together with a coterie of
like-minded women, she created a company that highlighted plays by
and about women. This was not a “feminazi” organization, as
strident feminists would later be so disparaged; Anatola was a firm
believer in the yin and yang of harmonic divergence and
interdependence. The company highlighted the work of women,
ordinary women going about the tasks of an ordinary day,
extraordinary women breaking barriers and breaking ground, women in
history, women in politics, minority women, Native American women,
women struggling through the joys and triumphs, the despair and
wonder of that particular sensibility peculiar to the feminine
gender.

Some of the pieces grew quite popular. There was
the one woman show that dispensed the myth of Lucretia Borgia as
temptress and czarist of evil in collusion with her brothers and
father and painted her as victim of horrendous abuse, the one about
the controversial Margaret Sanger another that told the tale of
Harriet Tubman, another about Frida Kahlo. Schools and local
colleges were eager to book them, though usually only in March,
Women’s History Month. The rest of the year was, truth be told,
more often than not, as dead as tombs, but March, and the months
leading up to it, could be frenzied.

The morning she met Michael, she was in a
particularly frantic state. She had just booked a last minute tour,
an evening of three one-act plays for a New England College
Circuit, one about Dr. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, which she had
written, another about Mary Pickford, and the third a slave journal
that included escape and refuge among the Piquot Indians of
Connecticut. Suddenly, her usually even-keeled technical director
Kevin, an Ojibwa Indian of massive size, turned suddenly manic,
refusing to work and walking off the job in the middle of a
rehearsal. She could get nothing from the cast, the stage manager,
or Kevin himself, save that he had grown wildly offended by
something in the play about the slave and the Piquots and
intermarriage destroying pure blood. That was a problem that could
be solved later; now, she needed a tech and she needed him/her
immediately. The stage manager had a list of technical people she
had worked with in various capacities and liked. Michael’s name was
at the top of the list.

He agreed to meet with her. Anatola ran the
company from a closet-sized space with barely room for her desk and
typewriter (this was pre-computers) within the complex of the Apple
Corp Theatre, an off-off Broadway theatre run by Jack Ramone who
had cast in her in a play, then, having read some of her material,
commissioned her to write the book for a musical for junior high
school students about the legendary opera singer Marian Anderson.
The musical was a bust, but John and Anatola became fast friends.
He continued to commission her to write historical pieces,
supplementing her meager income by a couple of hundred dollars for
each piece, and gave her the office space for free. Jack was
especially fond of a trilogy of plays Anatola was working on about
a Ute Indian family told through one hundred years of American
history. He swore the plays would make them both rich and famous as
soon as the world saw them through the aegis of the Kennedy Center
by way of the grant he was applying for and knew beyond all doubt
could not be denied. (They were.)

Anatola was on the phone with Kevin, the
infuriated Ojibwa, trying to make sense of his anger and quell the
fire, when Michael rapped his knuckles sharply once against the
open door. Anatola glanced up ready to dismiss whoever was
disturbing her, when she saw him. He leaned casually against the
door, lean muscular arms folded across his chest, herringboned cap
tilted back upon his head, soft brown hair poking from beneath
framing piercing indigo blue eyes clear and startling in their
command. “Kev, I gotta go,” Anatola spoke into the phone. “Your
replacement, I hope, who just walked in. We can fight later.” She
hung up the phone. Michael nodded, as if in acknowledgement of her
hasty dismissal of the moody Kevin, and strolled to the only other
chair in the room. He slid the chair away from the wall, and
extending his long blue-jeaned legs, sat, his legs reaching across
the absurdly tiny space and practically into her lap. He tipped the
chair back against the wall. “I heard you need someone to run your
tour.”

He was perfect. He could do anything. He was
unflappable. There was barely any money; these were the days when
everyone worked for free, or nearly for free, simply for the pure
joy of working even for a moment at something other than
mind-numbing soul-stealing service or food or retail or bar or
telemarketing work. It was a time of ecstasy and challenge and
growth and endless, endless hope and possibility. Michael’s purview
was building sets, but he could design and execute lights, build
props, design music, enhance costume pieces; he could construct
illusion from thin air, create a world wherein the characters of
the play happily and fully dwelled, and the audience gladly joined
them. They made a remarkable team.

After her mother’s death, Anatola had become a
vagabond, a nomad. She finished her first two years of college in
Boston and spent that summer on her beloved Cape Cod where she had
summered with her family, with Clarisse and Helen and Edwin, Alka
and Milos and Lydia, John and Eva and Keith and Richard and Lana,
Ted and Frances. Two weeks at the end of July had stretched like an
eternity of endless summers in Anatola’s memories. How many had the
family really had before Helen’s death and the end of all things
good in the clan? Four? Maybe five or six? It didn’t matter. Cape
Cod was emblazoned in her heart as a place of peerless joy, life as
a bowlful of cherries as the cap from Provincetown boldly declared
that her father had purchased for her on one of their forays to the
town on the spit of land at the end of the world they had always
gone when the shore clouds rolled in and drizzle dotted the white
and spotless sands.

From the Cape she moved to Amherst with some
friends and attended night classes as she worked as a waitress
during the day. When the situation with her roommates became
untenable, she moved across the country to Aspen, Colorado, where a
friend from Boston University was living, and worked in the gift
shop of one of the area’s famous resorts and skied, eventually
returning to the East to finish her degree at a small New England
college that had a sister school in Arundel, Sussex, England. She
spent her final semester abroad with the college’s touring company,
performing in a repertoire of three evenings of plays throughout
Great Britain. After graduation, she moved to San Francisco, where
she eventually met and fell ridiculously in love with the
duplicitous Dimitri, that love ending in the pregnancy of a child
she had no means to keep, and thought she would never again see, a
child who upon re-entering her life had begun to heal a wound so
deep she had forgotten its origin, a gash so profound its constant
throbbing pain had become an embedded shard of irretrievable barbed
glass.

Michael and Anatola had worked together for two
years, his work often taking him out of town on the regional
theatre circuit when he was not working on one of her productions.
He lived with his brother, she with Clarisse in apartments on the
artsy Upper West Side of Manhattan when on one glorious
sun-drenched fall day, the trees of Riverside Park blazing in
ambers and oranges he asked her what she wanted for Christmas and
before she could stop to think she blurted out, “A ring.”

They were married the next October in Manhattan.
All Michael’s relatives and old family friends winded their way
from Michigan to New York for the wedding. Most of Anatola’s
relatives were dead. Helen, Frances, Ted, her Uncle Henry, Alka was
living in Florida at that time, as was Eva. Neither made the
ceremony, but Anatola did manage to pry Edwin loose from his exile
in the Philippines. Once stateside, the first time in several
years, Edwin perched on the Upper West Side moving amongst a
variety of apartments —Clarisse’s, Anatola’s, friends of Edwin’s
from the heydays of his life in New York, for three months. It was
the last time Anatola would see him alive.

Michael took to Edwin like a kindred soul. He
understood him in a detached objective way that Anatola could not.
Michael’s acceptance and empathy cleared a space in Anatola’s heart
where she could begin to forgive Edwin his abandonment. Michael’s
presence in Anatola’s life also began to soothe the ache of loss
she had borne since the death of her mother, now nearly a decade
ago. Her anxiety, a constant consuming presence, begin to fade.

Through that decade of rootlessness and
weightlessness, despite the explosion of free love and women’s
rights, Anatola’s heart had remained untouched. She had fallen for
Dimitri, that was true, but that was passion, chemistry, need, more
of the body than of the mind and spirit. There had been others,
before and after Dimitri. Chris, a Viet Nam vet who had stood by
her through the rocky shoals after Helen’s death, Patrick in
college, Lance in Aspen, but there had been no one who had stirred
her soul, no one she could picture making a life ever after
with.

Living in New York City with Clarisse, her baby
lost, Anatola had begun to wonder if she would ever truly deeply
fall in love. If she ever would meet that person, that one she
could envision by her side, with whom she would raise children,
with whom she would grow comfortably old and content. She often
wondered if there was something missing in her, something
inherently wrong with her, perhaps something irretrievably
forfeited amidst all the loss she had suffered. She would see other
women, friends, acquaintances, colleagues, falling in and out of
love with the ease of rams rutting, women dating and becoming
engaged and marrying and having children and building lives and
families. It felt foreign to her, as distant and unachievable as
the far side of the moon. Perhaps, she wondered, this is one of
life’s deepest kept secrets—no one truly fell in love. Perhaps
there just came a time in your life when it was simply
that—time.

Until the day Michael Halat breezed into her
closet-sized office with his herringboned cap and his soft brown
hair and his penetratingly dark blue eyes and his crooked
self-assured smile. And then she knew that there was nothing at all
wrong with her. Then she knew that all her life she had been
waiting for this.

Now Michael ventures forth alone. Rachel
ventures forth alone. And Anatola, resigning herself to her
family’s burgeoning life of solitary orbits, ventures forth, not
alone, she is deliciously tethered to her son three thousand miles
away, but separate and detached from the ones from whom she could
never have imagined being torn asunder, venturing tottering forth
on a new path tantalizingly arising from the mold-encrusted
water-dampened boxes of Alka’s tiny room under the hill.

 


Pyotr’s e-mails arrive daily. Back in Western
Massachusetts, he is working furiously—many of his e-mails are
clocked at the early hours of the morning. He works incessantly. He
has told her he is in between jobs now and working at Alka’s house,
but Alka has told her Pyotr refuses any pay, content to be fed with
Milos’ porterhouses and Alka’s kielbasa and roast chicken and
capusta and pickled beets. The e-mails arrive and Anatola pours
through them. She imagines Pyotr sitting hunched-shouldered at the
computer in his office, surrounded by stacks and piles of material,
old decrepit records and diaries and letters, many written in old
Polish, many delicate and falling to dust at his touch, sorting and
cataloguing and checking against the modern volumes of thousand
year old histories of this enchanted land of her—of their—ancestry.
On the other side of the continent, pouring through Pyotr’s
electronic transfers, Anatola sorts and catalogues and places,
creating piles and stacks that encroach upon the hitherto pristine
space of her office. Pyotr sends her the original documents when he
is done with the translations complete with hard copies of his
work. Alka sends her photographs and books, song books and sheet
music and the book of Polish kings, and the stacks and piles grow
and the stories flow from Pyotr’s computer into her hard drive and
around her desk and under the windows and along the walls..

She speaks to Pyotr often, now, at least once a
week, and to Alka as often, digging into Alka’s memories, picking
over the stories she has heard from childhood of Sandy Hill and
Frances and Ted and Edwin and Eva and Alka and Arnold and Henry.
Anatola holds each story as if it were a piece of fine treasure,
turning it in the light, exposing every angle, mining for shards
and fragments. She compiles lists of relatives—names hauntingly
familiar from childhood, but names often without faces attached.
Why were there no faces she could conjure up? A glimpse here and
there filters through—a wedding, a funeral, a Catholic procession
of some kind where she walked in white behind a trilogy of priests
chanting in Latin and carrying incense burners on long chains, the
smoke from the incense spewing into the air, engulfing her in its
sweet unique scent, leaving her hovering on just this side of
nausea (she probably, though perhaps only nine or ten had not eaten
yet that morning given the old catholic rule of a three hour fast
before Communion could be taken) a scent she has never forgotten, a
moment that floods instantly and powerfully back whenever she makes
it to Mass and the altar boys dispense that same incense with that
same scent, the chain of the burner clinking softly in the same
ancient rhythm. She remembers her Aunt Lillian and her Uncle Henry
(they met performing in a play together) and her great grandmother
May lying on her deathbed, her grandfather approaching seventy,
quaking with fear as he stood before the shrunken dying woman.

Some of the far flung relatives answer her
e-mail queries; many do not. Alka gives her the address of the last
remaining relative in Poland. Anatola writes a letter in English
which she zips across the country to Pyotr who translating zips
back and Anatola mails. But there is no reply, even as she sends
two, three, four times. The letters arrive safely, Antonin’s
signature is on the return receipt, but Antonin himself does not
reply.

One day, Michael comes to her. He enters the
office, wrapping the back of his knuckles against the wooden
door.

“Are you busy?”

Anatola smiles, gestures about the ever growing
clutter.

“If you’ve got a minute, I’d like to talk to
you.”

“Sure,” Michael crosses to the couch, which is
piled with documents.

“Sorry. Just shove those aside.”

“You want me to keep them in order?”

Anatola rises, going to the couch. She glances
over the papers, gathering them up. “I try to keep them as
organized as possible, but I can’t figure out a good system. Look,”
she shows him a piece of paper, “That’s the ship my grandmother
came over on.”

“The Kaiser Wilhelm. Wow.”

“And this is the ship’s manifest.”

Michael takes it from her. “Where did you get
this?”

“It was in all these papers. Pyotr’s got stacks
more at his house. Look,” she shows him a piece of onion-skin paper
yellowed with age. “That’s from an original diary.”

“Is there more of it?”

“Pyotr’s looking. The boxes were stuffed with
records, diaries, letters, but none of it was organized or
catalogued. We did a lot of the work in Massachusetts, but there’s
so much more still to do.”

“You’ve got a good start.”

“Yes. We do.” She sets the stack of papers
beside her desk, and leans against it. “So. What’s up?”

“I just got a call from
Luther.”

“Yeah?”

“He’s dumping me.”

“What?”

“Well, not just me. He’s leaving the
business.”

“Luther is? When did he decide to do that?”

“He’s been thinking about it for a long
time. The art world’s changed. Many people he knew aren’t around
any longer. A lot of them are dead.”

“What’s he going to do?”

“Retire. Move back East. His family’s had a
place in the Berkshires for centuries. Maybe paint.”

“That sounds nice.”

“Doesn’t it?” Michael moves to the couch and
sits, stretching his legs out in front of him, leaning his head
back. “I don’t know what difference it will really make. Luther’d
become a fisherman. He was tired. He got to the point where he
tossed out a net and waited to see what came up.” He clamps his
hands in front of him. “Which usually wasn’t me. I’ve been
thinking, Lo, of maybe managing on my own.”

“Really?”

“I don’t have it in me to start all over again,
looking for an agent, wooing someone to take an interest enough, to
get excited enough about me, my work, to push it, sell it. I’ve got
the web site, Julie’s always coming up with new ideas to create
more traffic, I know all the galleries, have lists for new ones,
printed thousands of post cards…”

“You’re talking about taking on a lot of
work, Michael.”

“I know. But maybe it’s just the opportunity we
need to build a thriving business.”

“We?”

“Lo, you’re really good on the computer,
you’re great with detail and follow-up. Look what you’ve done here
already in just a few months. I’ve never been good with that side
of the business, you know that.”

“I know.”

“You remember Tryptich?”

“The landscape artist?”

“Right. Hungarian guy. Guy couldn’t buy an
agent. Nobody was interested in a Czech painting Northern
California landscapes. They told him, “Paint the Czech Republic.
Paint your homeland.” Well, his homeland was Northern California
and that’s what he stuck to. And he built his own business, all
through the Internet. He sells his stuff now for 10, 20 thousand a
pop. Works directly with the galleries, no middleman. Now the
agents are begging him, and he says, “Screw you. Why should I be
giving you a cut?” Twenty thousand a pop. That could change
everything, Lo.”

Anatola sits back down at her desk, and glances
at the computer screen where Pyotr’s latest e-mail sits opened but
unread.

“It’s no guarantee.”

“What’s no guarantee?”

“Whether it’s you or Luther doing the fishing.
There’s no guarantee your work will produce the way Trytich’s
has.”

“I know that. Christ, my whole life’s been
no guarantee. I’m not talking about guarantees. I’m talking about
grasping an opportunity and running with it.”

With me beside you, Anatola muses. With me on
the computer and mailing and doing follow up and telephoning and
booking and posting. She gazes back at the screen. “Ted’s
immigration record says that he came from Debowiec, which is
surprising as his Ciotka Alka told me his family is from
Frysztok. She said his grandfather Pawel, was the
mayor at one time.”

“Lo?”

She looks up. He’s watching her, waiting for a
response. “I think it’s a great idea, Michael. I agree it could be
a chance to grab hold of something and run with it”

“But…?

She pushes back her chair, tipping it against
the wall. “I don’t think I can help you with it.” His jaw tightens.
The hopeful light that had sparked the depths of those Icelandic
blue eyes begins to dim.

“It’s really big, a really big project, and that
along with everything else on my plate…”

“Okay.”

“Michael…”

“What?”

“You can do it. This isn’t anything you can’t
do.”

“I know I can do it, Anatola. That’s what I told
you. I just thought it might be something we could do
together.”

He turns and walks back straight and rigid, out
of the office.

Anatola sits staring at her computer screen; the
words run and slide into each other, fading to gibberish as her
heart pounds and her mouth goes dry. Should she go after him?
Should she apologize, beg his forgiveness, throw herself into his
project, this project, which is so worthwhile no doubt, which could
indeed prove lucrative and maybe perhaps even with luck prove their
salvation?

But there have been so many projects, so many
make-overs and re-inventions that she has thrown herself headlong
and with unbridled enthusiasm into, praying that this one, this
time would mean deliverance.

After Rachel was born, after they moved to Los
Angeles from New York in pursuit of better living, more space,
higher wages, Anatola’s work as a homemaker and mother and gap wage
provider grew in proportion to the ever growing need until the need
so overwhelmed her that there was no longer room for anything else,
and she took on the mantle, then, of not a separate functioning
entity but Rachel’s mother and Michael’s wife. She had tried to
keep writing; she had taken a distance course in writing for
children while pregnant with Rachel so terrified was she that the
looming new responsibility would keep her from writing forever. She
found she wasn’t good at writing for children, but she was, at
least, writing. In Los Angeles she tried to get her plays done,
tried to parlay her stage plays into entries to film and
television, which friends of theirs had been able to do, but by the
time she arrived Hollywood had already changed and screenplays and
teleplays were needed, not stage plays, and though she
transmogrified into screen and teleplay writing, attending classes
at UCLA in the evening, there was never enough time nor space to
pursue the way she would have needed to and eventually she had to
return to work full time so that they could have something
substantial to live on besides hopes and dreams.

During Michael’s heyday, when his work was
selling and their income was rising, she was able to resurrect her
theatre company and the work succeeded and she came so close to
incorporating as a non-profit company, but then their fortunes
turned and his income begin slipping and she needed to return to
work.

As Rachel grew and progressed through school,
Anatola worked in the pre-schools and the elementary schools and
the middle schools, providing aid to the teachers, chaperone to
field trips (which Michael often did as well), coaching and
directing school plays and developing a program where the children
created their own monologues and scenes and plays and performed
them. She found work for awhile in the school system with her
program, but it wasn’t enough, it was never enough, and as
Michael’s income continued sliding she was offered the opportunity
at Glendale where she continues to jump start adolescent minds
toward a high school diploma and encourage often skittish adults
poised at the gate of renewed education to pass the GED. Through
these years, her days had become a succession of taking care of her
house, caring for her family, preparing meals, preparing lessons,
writing curriculum, banking and paying bills and paying taxes and
washing and storing, vacuuming and dusting, straightening and
polishing and driving furiously back and forth across the Valley
floor.

But since her return from Massachusetts, Anatola
realizes, the rhythm of her days has changed. Since those days in
the little damp room under the hill, a sluggish movement that had
begun with Alka’s boxes containing the treasures of her history has
slowly gathered momentum. Or was it before then? Was not this
momentum begun with the unexpected appearance of the lost treasure
of her son? His story, his need, had led her back to Western
Massachusetts, back to Clarisse to whom she spoke often but had not
seen in close to a decade, back to Alka who had receded to the
dusty edges of a fading and lost childhood, back to the cemetery
filled with the graves of her nearest kin, to the treasures of her
tribe tucked away in scattered fragments in those mold-encrusted
boxes.

She has no longer noticed so much the dog hair
collecting on the rugs or dishes piling in the sink. Many of those
dishes now are hers. She has no longer been as attentive to making
dinner, content to grab something last minute as she rushes off to
work or roll through the nearest drive-through; content to leave
lists for groceries instead of properly prepared nourishing food,
content to leave Michael and Rachel to fend for themselves.

Her weekends have become long stretches of
precious uninterrupted time, time to wander freely across the miles
and through the centuries and amidst the electronic transfers and
the boxes and the photographs and the records and the letters and
the diaries of her storybook undiscovered homeland.

She does not follow Michael; she does not
comfort nor soothe nor swear allegiance nor rescue. She sits
nestled among her archives. It occurs to Anatola that she has
become a huntress, a wool-gatherer, about the task of hunting and
gathering the broken strands of the story of her People. It occurs
to Anatola that it has been a very long time since she has done
something that she alone deeply desires to do.

Michael retreats to his shop. Anatola remains
buried amongst her archives. Rachel falls in love with a young man
from Burbank, nestling into the circle of his family which she
vastly prefers over the isolated remnants of her own.

Michael’s journeys through cyberspace lead him
to the son of an old buddy he used to build sets with on the back
lot of the MTM studios a quarter of a century ago. The son lines up
an interview as a head carpenter for the tour of a hot new musical;
but the job falls through. Michael has been gone too long from that
world, he knows no one who inhabits it any longer, save for the
son, he has aged, and there are legions of strapping young
energetic well-muscled well-connected young men in line ahead of
him. However, his adventures in cyberspace yield another contact
from another bygone era that does result in work: A much smaller
tour with much more demand with much more time on the road for far
less money, but it is work and it is money, and it will carry him
forth from encroaching disintegration.

 


“Dearest Anatola,

“Mercy you have triggered long forgot
memories and events. Perhaps I can hang some meat on the family
bones. This small Debski clan has been scattered over a continent.
Kajetan Debski left his wife Maria Buba and migrated to New
Bedford, Massachusetts from Debowiec, Poland. There were 3
children

Adam (my father)

Frances your grandmother

Cecelia who stayed in Poland.

Over a number of years and trips to & fro
Poland & USA at 18 Adam migrated to his father Kajetan. On one
of his trips, Adam met and married my mother Sophie Pawlowska. At
about age 4-5 my mother packed me and herself for migration to join
my father. I was born in Poland: 3-15-1926.

I never heard how Frances migrated to the
U.S. However, she wed Ed. Debrowski.

As a kid and capable to travel alone, my
folks put me on a bus to visit my kin on Sandy Hill. On one of my
visits Aunt Frances gave me two photographs (long lost). One was of
your grandfather Ted and his son Henry (who always lived in “his
own world”). The second was a post card of a huge steam ship the
Leviaten; the ship that brought me to America. (The Leviaten was
America’s WW I Reparation from Germany).

I recall your Dad (Edwin) was much older than
I. He came to N.J. seeking employment (perhaps after his High
School graduation)?

Years later I was drafted WWII and end up in
Clemson SC on the GI bill 1948-1951. By 1955 I was representing a
company in NC & SC. Evelyn was married to John Anderson, a
warrant officer, Air Force stationed in S.C. They were air lifted
during the Berlin air lift.

The next time I saw your Dad (Edwin) he came
to SC recruiting John to work for the company he and Alka’s husband
Milos started. I know during those years there winners and
losers.

For many years, Alka and I exchange Xmas
cards and short notes. One year she wrote that Edwin was dead in
the Phillipines. He was dealing in surplus war material and owned a
factory—manufacturing Rattan Furniture.

We do not dwell on family history, then a
time comes when it becomes important to know who we are and where
all the roots are.

As you know, Alka’s sight is restricted and
she no longer chats in her Xmas cards. However, she did make a trip
to Poland and met family I never knew existed—Perhaps a name
filters back to me from listening to my mother. For some reason, my
father never talked or exchanged letters with his family, except
for Frances who he was very close to.

In around 1960 my folks visited me in N.C. My
father had the name and phone number of a Gabriele Buba living in
Durham, N.C. I phoned him and introduced myself. He remembered the
Debski name. He cut me short and brushed me off, saying there was
no need to bother him.

We still are scattered like quail.

Forgive me taking so long to respond—

Best wishes and good luck to you and
yours.

Love,

Joseph Debski

 


“There weren’t three children, Pyotr,” Anatola
is saying over the phone. “There were four: Adam, Frances, Cecelia,
and Anatola.”

“Not Anatola.”

“What?”

“The fourth child was Jadwiga.”

“Jadwiga?”

“Jadwiga Theresa.”

“No, Pyotr. Not Jadwiga. Anatola was the fourth
child, the third sister. Alka always speaks of Anatola, whom
everyone called Tola or Lola. She never mentioned anyone named
Jadwiga.”

“Alka doesn’t know.”

“How is that possible?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe her name was Jadwiga Anatola, and
everyone called her Anatola.”

“Her name was Jadwiga Theresa.”

“Then who is Anatola?”

“Jadwiga’s daughter.”

“Her daughter! Are you sure? Couldn’t there be a
mistake?”

“I have the birth record of Anatola, as well as
the marriage records of Jadwiga to Jozef Wojtunik. Jozef is
Anatola’s father.”

“This doesn’t make any sense. How could Alka not
know? Alka always referred to Anatola as Baci’s sister, not
her… what? Niece?”

The front door swings wide open, slamming
against the wall.

“Oops. Sorry, Mom.” It’s Rachel, surprising,
dropping in from the hinterlands of Burbank, the cherished songbird
alighting from her flight on a timetable only she knows and will
never divulge.

“Who you talking to?” She demands as she
breezes into the den and glides to Anatola, as if she has every
right in the world to drop in and immediately command.

“Pyotr.”

“Give me that.” She continues, taking the
telephone from Anatola before her mouth can form the words of
surprise and protest.

“Okay. I got ‘em,” she is saying into the
phone, to Pyotr, whom, as far as Anatola knows, Rachel met only
once that time when Anatola rescued him from jail and brought him
bruised and drunken to the house on Cantara St at 3:00 in the
morning, and hasn’t spoken to him since. As far as Anatola knows.
“…They’re okay. Kind of interesting.” She laughs, that precious
musical laugh that never fails to trickle to the very core of
Anatola’s heart no matter how nasty the child has been, no matter
how angry Anatola feels. “… Okay, I’ll give you that. More than
interesting, but the translations stink.” Rachel twists the
telephone cord in her hand. “I like Sienkiewicz…. Okay, okay, I
will look them up.” She digs a notepad out of her shoulder bag, and
gestures for Anatola to turn around. She writes using Anatola’s
back as her backboard. “Szymanski. Okay. And Gabriela Zapolska.”
She laughs. “I’ll be sure to let you know how I do.” She hands the
phone back to Anatola and sasshays out of the room.

“I’m taking a shower,” she throws back over her
shoulder.

“They don’t have a shower in Burbank?” Is all
Anatola, stunned and feeling as if somehow she has been transported
to an alternative universe, can manage.

“Broken, Mama!” Rachel responds and disappears
into her room.

Anatola returns to Pyotr, patiently waiting a
continent away at the other end of the phone line. “What was that
all about?”

“She’s doing a paper on Polish literature.”

“And you know this how?”

Pyotr giggles. “I called one day while you were
at school and Rachel answered. She thought that perhaps I might be
a good source.”

“I didn’t even know she was taking a class on
Polish literature.”

“She’s not. It is World Literature, but she
wanted to do something no one else would do. I assured her the
world at large knows very little about Polish authors and their
work. Except of course for Sienkiewicz, but then he is mainly known
for Quo Vadis, which has nothing to do with Poland.”

“Well.”

“Don’t worry, mama,” Pyotr switches to
Polish. “She is young and so foolish.”

“Mad at the world,” Anatola replies in Polish.
“Especially at me.”

“It’s okay. She cannot remain angry
forever.”

Anatola sighs, knowing the truth of this,
wondering how much longer she has to wait for the homeostasis of
her Van Nuys family to adjust back to normal, a circle of warmth
radiating outward from her heart notwithstanding having clearly
heard the endearment with which her son addressed her:
Mama.

“Do widzenia, Pyotr.”

“Do widzenia, Panie.”

 


“Dear Anatola,

“I am embarrassed that I haven’t responded to
your letter long before this, but when one thinks one has so much
time, one procrastinates and before you know it, you have no time
at all. I am not a family historian. The tales of the Debrowski
family came from my Aunt Helen, your grandfather Ted’s sister. She
told tales of all kinds, among them the Pocahontas story. It only
stands to reason, however, that two immigrant people (Teresa and
Antoni) coming at an early age from Poland to America had no
opportunity to be involved with Pocahontas. The same aunt, when she
was in a nursing home at the end of her life was telling people
that the statue at the entrance to Harvard was her father who
founded the university.

“Antoni was born in Dymbowiec (Poland)
Austria in 1865, @ age 26 he married (10/25/1891) in Chicopee
Teresa Wesolowski. She was 18, he was 26. Like so many of the
immigrants in New Bedford, Antoni worked in the mill, but he was
also in a band (played trumpet), gave music lessons. I believed he
also played the violin and piano.

“I know nothing of either side of the earlier
generations. Sorry.

“My mother was your father’s god mother. As
an adult he used to stop by occasionally by himself. I thought he
was the most handsome thing going. What a tragic end to his
life.

“I hope you are successful in tracking down
some family history.

Love,

Terry “

 


“Dear Anatola,

My dad had a letter from you and I thought I
would introduce myself. I’m one of Joe Debski’s daughters, Vickie.
He said you had an interest in the family tree, and were especially
intrigued about the Native American part.

My great-great grandmother, Almirinda
Griffith Fox was born in Oklahoma in 1868. She was an Indian and
married a white man (Fox) and moved to Kentucky. Almirinda was
buried with her journal and her tribal beads.

Feel free to buzz me anytime to chat. I hope
we will get to meet some day. I don’t know too many of Pop’s
relatives besides the Andersons..

Take great care, and may God bless you.

Barb”

 


From Descendants of Chief Powhatan

Generation No. 10

23. John R. Gay [ James B.(9), Elijah (8), Henry
(7), Elizabeth (6), Bolling, John (Col) (Sr) (Cobbs I) (5), Jane
(4), Rolfe, Thomas (3), Princess(2) Pocahontas, Chief (1) Powhatan]
was born 1848, died 1910 in Jackson County, Kentucky. He married
Amanda Fox, daughter of Isaac and Almirinda Griffith.

Generation No 12

37. Mary Lucy (12) Gay [William Clark (11), John
R. (10), James B. (9), Elijah (8), Henry (7), Elizabeth (6),
Bolling, John (Col)(Sr)(Cobbs I)(5), Jane (4), Rolfe, Thomas (3),
Princess (2) Pocahontos, Chief (1) Powhatan] was born November 24,
1931 in Jackson County, Kentucky. She married Joseph
Debski.

 


Despite Aunt Helen’s possible dementia at the
end of her life, Pocahontas is rooted squarely in the family tree;
however, not from the Debrowski side, where Aunt Helen was planted,
but from the other, the Debskis.

Anatola had held a fascination with Native
American history and culture since her hippie days back in the
60’s. From her work, first the Ute trilogy in the 80’s, then later
the story she had written from the oral history of the Cahuilla
elder Katherine Siva Saubel from Banning outside of Palm Springs
she had discovered on the National Women’s Hall of Fame, she had
often been asked about her interest. She explained it as a
resonance with the Native American’s reverence for nature and
harmony, but this was merely an explanation, a response to a
question she felt she should have an answer to, but did not. Not
fully.

She remembers the time she was asked after a
performance of the Cahuilla play by a red-headed blue-eyed white
guy if she had Native American blood. She thought he was joking,
and in solidarity with his levity, she pointed to her eyes, her
hair, her skin, and riffed off something facile such as,
“Absolutely. I am 100 per cent Native. Can’t you tell?”

To her deep mortification, he replied without a
hint of amusement that he had 25% Native blood. Cherokee.

She learned from her Native American cast that
this was a long-used ploy by white wannabees. The Cherokee nation
was vast, and the Diaspora had scattered them like quail from their
Eastern homeland across the plains to the dustbowls of Oklahoma
dispersing them across a continent, from the East to the West.
Inter-marriage was common, and among Cherokee members all
hues—black, white, brown, and red—can be legitimately found.
Unfortunately, the wannabees, the hanger-ons, the users looking for
that perfect angle of cachet or government benefits latched onto
the legend, claiming a piece of Cherokee history for their own.

Pocahontas’s blood did not trickle down through
the thirteenth generation through her veins. Her Debski bloodlines
never crossed with Chief Powhatan’s. But they were there, one thin
branch away, rooted firmly in Debski family history. Joseph Debski
had married his beloved Mary Gay whose bloodlines led directly back
to the Chief.

Anatola sits at her desk, surrounded by the
fragments, the bits and pieces, the traces that run through and
cross over and connect into a crazy patchwork quilt of the story of
a family. Can blood seep by osmosis? Not liquid, not physical, but
spiritual?

She is so absorbed in her musings, she has
forgotten that Michael is due home, after more than six weeks on
the road, today, until she hears his key turn in the lock, the push
of the door, and Michael entering. She expects him to call out to
her, to enter the office, his knuckles rapping against the door,
asking how it’s going, what’s going on. She waits, but he does not
enter.

She rises and goes to the kitchen where he
stands at the sink, his back to her, his cap pushed back and tilted
on his head, soft brown hair now generously sprinkled with grey
jutting out around the sides and the back. His shoulders are
slumped, she observes, as if pressed upon by weight he can no
longer bear, and inexplicably, suddenly, her eyes fill with tears.
Their journey together has not been easy—two artists seeking a
toe-hold in a society that neither honors nor supports art but
worships rather at the shrine of success and fast money, but these
past few months, since the arrival of Pyotr and the departure of
Luther and the seismic change in Rachel and her total absorption in
her work, have been especially difficult. He drinks not a bottle of
beer or a glass of wine, but a tall glass of milk, the muscles in
his well-toned back moving gracefully under his skin as he takes
long nourishing draughts. Watching him, her heart floods full with
love for this man, this beautiful man she married over twenty-five
years ago, the only man she ever truly loved, the only man she ever
wanted to spend a life time with.

“Hey,” she speaks softly, a tone, a purr in her
voice that has not been there for months.

He turns. She goes to him. Dear God, how long
has it been since it was only Michael and Anatola, since they
nestled together inside each other’s arms, since they kissed and
touched and explored and made love? She wraps her arms around him,
resting her head against his chest, leaning into his muscled
abdomen. He may no longer be twenty-something, or thirty-something,
but he is as lean and fit, as strong and forceful as any man half
his age.

She gazes up at him, taking his face in her
hand, drawing his lips down to hers, kissing him with an
invitation, a passion too long left to wither, rising now,
surprising her, delighting her with its fire.

His lips, always so soft, return the kiss, then
pull away. He pats her arm, and moves away.

She watches him cross away from her, cross to
the other side of the room, fold his arms across his chest.

“I’m tired, Tola,” he says, a Universe
unsaid.

Her heart quickens. Her mind, unbidden, flashes
suddenly back to a time she does not want to recall.

“I just got home,” he speaks gently, trying to
soften the blow of his rejection. “I’ve been on the road for six
weeks.”

 


Another time. Another place. Another road. On
the road with one of her plays. Just a few short months before
their marriage. A phone call home. “I am so lonely.” Words of
comfort that are no comfort at all. Empty words falling into a void
of distance and space.

Back home, and a shift. A betrayal finally
revealed. A pain from which she cannot flee. Hot searing jabs of
jagged glass shredding. Hysteria rising, sobs tearing, her chest
heaving, her body flopping desperately, crazily from one side to
the other. There is no exorcism, the agony cannot be ripped from
her, nor her from the agony.

She turns from him now, her heart pounding in a
sickening syncopation with the waves of nausea rising.

She doesn’t ask. Right now at this moment, she
cannot know. Once there was a long road back, a healing, life
resumed, even happiness, love, forgiveness, joy, despite the grief,
life weaving tightly around the scar of that grief, diminishing the
anguish, never erasing, until the pain became but a distant
reverberation, a faint thrumming deep within the echo of the
universe. Once she undertook such a journey. Once. She knows she
cannot travel that road again.
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 Chapter One

 


Barbara

January 1756—April 1825

 


Barbara Ulanski rode her pony Jaskolka
(Swallow) through the deep oak forests that surrounded
her village, embracing the tiny town of Debowiec like the soothing
arms of the protective Virgin. The pony was a mare; her papa would
not let Barbara ride a stallion, though she preferred them vastly
as the greater beasts were far more spirited and unpredictable,
uncontrollable in her papa’s eyes, though that was not true for
Barbara. Though just past her eighth birthday, she was one of the
most skilled riders in the entire village. Throughout the
countryside her expertise and reputation as an emerging horsewoman
extended as far as Jaslo to the East, Tarnow to the North, and
Gorlice to the West. Though a mare, Jaskolka was spirited,
which was why Barbara did not object too forcefully, and she was
beautiful. She was pure white, a Skowronek, one of the
finest breeds of Polish horses, and bred to be the most beautiful
pony in the world, as her mother often told her; bred just for her.
She was small, barely thirteen hands, but of exquisite proportions
and of the sweetest nature, even Barbara had to admit that.
Jaskolka loved her. She’d whinny when Barbara approached,
nuzzling her outstretched palm, burying her nostrils deep within
her tiny palm, snorting with delight, until Barbara had to giggle
at the antics. And once astride, the two became a matched set of
perfect proportion and grace. Barbara’s long white-blonde hair
flowed in undulating waves as she cantered effortlessly like a
plume of smoke or fairy dust, or the furls of victorious colors of
the King, her compact eight year old body as muscled and toned as a
warrior, each thrust matching perfectly the thrust of the horse
beneath her, each stride the same, as the blue of her eyes sparked
with fire to equal the skies.

It was so peaceful here in the oak forest. It
had not been so peaceful in the village, nor at home lately, did it
seem for a very long time. Not that her papa or mama would speak to
her of such strife, but she heard things—servants whispering in the
halls, bursts of conversation erupting like an angry swarm of
escaped wasps before the decided slam of the great heavy oaken
door. Barbara knew it had something to do with a clash between an
order of the King and the starost, the owner of the town
Lord Siemienski. Barbara heard enough to know that everyone
despised the lord, that they found him cruel and vicious, even the
gentry, even people of privilege like her parents who were not
obligated to the lord in any way, save to protect him and their
village in times of war. The people of the village and the servants
in her home spoke of the brutal treatment of serfs, of the
escalating payments that were impossible to meet, of the poverty
that was overwhelming the people while the lord grew fat and rich
off their labor.

One day just a few months ago, the mayor of
Debowiec had been arrested. Arrested! They had dragged him off at
dawn in chains, and thrown him in a prison in a town a few villages
away. They had confiscated all his possessions. In the prison, they
tortured him with beatings and starvation so severe that he died
five days later. The same day that they arrested the mayor, they
also arrested a townsman, Tomasz Wodynski. He was dragged into the
center of the town and beaten so badly that his flesh peeled away
from his body. Lord Siemienski then set up a panel of judges to
decide his fate. The judges were not inclined toward the townsman,
and they ordered him hanged. The lord then demanded that all the
townfolk gather in the town square to witness the execution. Of
course Barbara’s parents would not deign to be present at such a
despicable spectacle; nor would they ever even speak of such
things, never mind have Barbara anywhere near such a site. But
people talk. And Barbara heard.

Oh! How she wished her parents wouldn’t treat
her like such a child! One day very soon now she would be grown.
One day very soon now she would be entrusted with the running of
the estate as her mama was running it now. And how was she to know
whom to trust, to whom to confide, confer, if no one would teach
her? Did they not see she had eyes? Ears? A mind? The cruelty of
the world lay in base relief all about her. Did they really believe
they could keep her safe from its jaws? Mama and Papa would sigh
and shake their heads when she pleaded that she wanted to know
things. They would always say she was in such a hurry, there was
plenty of time; it could wait. But Barbara had never felt as though
there were plenty of time. She wanted to know things now—not some
distant time in the future. Barbara often wondered if this
mysterious future would ever arrive.

Suddenly the silence and peace of the deep
forest was pierced with the swish and ting of an arrow’s ring.
Instinctively, Barbara ducked, twisting Jaskokla’s reins to
the side. The horse whinnied, her forepaws rising in the air.
Another swish, another ting, and then the unmistakable explosion of
gunpowder. “Jaskokla! Go!” Barbara ordered, snapping the
riding crop and digging her heels deep into the mare’s sides.

But the horse needed no encouragement now.
Another explosion of gunpowder detonated. Barbara flattened herself
against the saddle. Gunpowder? In the Oak Forest? Barbara now had
only one thought. She spurred Jaskokla on for the bridge
that crossed the Wisloka River, the bridge that would lead her
safely home.

Jaskolka, ears pinned back against her
fine head, galloped fiercely as the quiet forest erupted again in a
volley of gunfire. Who was firing, and why? But the closer to the
bridge they rode, the louder the sound, and as they rounded the
last bend in the road, Barbara nearly stood in the saddle, so
shocked was she at the sight she saw.

She reined Jaskolka so sharply, the mare
reared, pawing the air wildly, before Barbara could bring her
down.

On the bridge stood two companies of men: On one
side were the townspeople, villagers, and serfs of Debowiec and the
neighboring village of Lazy, and on the other, were the lords of
the manor from Lazy and Debowiec with their full forces of
soldiers.

All combat had ceased for the moment, as both
sides stood arms raised each taking silent stock of the other.

The villagers were woefully armed against the
lords’ forces. Some held muskets and rusty firearms; others
shouldered bows and arrows, while still others carried knives that
looked as though they had been used for butchering cattle and
livestock. The forces of the lords were dressed in full regalia,
and armed with the weapons of war, polished rifles, shiny pistols,
and sabers with blades so thin they whispered as they sliced
through the air. They rode atop steeds as dressed for battle as
they were, as dressed for battle as any Hussar warrior setting out
to fight the Turks or the Tatars. The ragtag band of villagers
wouldn’t last a minute against the mighty force of the lords of the
manor, and they knew it, and they stood before them anyway, not one
of them bowing his head.

In the center of the villagers rode two men. One
Barbara recognized. His name was Waclaw Mikus. He had been to their
estate. He had been one of those angry wasp- like voices she’d
heard erupting from behind the heavy closed oak doors. But the
other man she had never seen before. He was a young man of about
twenty, tall and slender with dark eyes and dark hair that curled
gently at the nape of his neck. Even from this distance, Barbara
could see the deep blue of his eyes, the noble sharpness of his
nose, the firm set of his jaw. His fingers as they held the reins
of his horse looked gentle yet strong, firm. His presence was
commanding. It was this young man who was the center of the
tableau, he was its vortex; it was his command that would determine
the outcome of the event as all eyes were trained upon him.

“Look at you,” Siemienski finally spoke,
spitting upon the ground. “Not a nobleman among you!”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” The young man spoke,
his voice clear and resonant in the early morning. ”Each of these
men who stand before you is a nobleman in his heart.”

At this, the lords and their forces burst into
great guffaws of raucous laughter. “Noblemen in their hearts!” They
repeated, wiping tears of laughter from their eyes. “Look at you!
You are nothing but beasts! Beasts of burden! Donkeys! Donkeys in
rags!”

As they hooted and hurled insults, suddenly
Waclaw Mikus could stand it no longer. “Cease!” He cried to Lord
Siemienski. “Cease with these insults at once!”

The young man held his hand out to Mikus to calm
him, but Mikus had been pushed too far.

He fired.

Waclaw wasn’t so stupid as to aim to kill. He
aimed for the lord’s hat, which he hit dead center, sending it
flying, its plumage disintegrating in mid-air. But the firing of
his pistol was enough to start the war, and the lords’ soldiers
attacked with a vengeance, their horses’ hooves pounding on the
wooden brackets of the bridge, sabers drawn and slicing the air,
pointed to draw and kill. And kill they did, slashing through the
serfs, murdering them as easily as if they were rabbits cornered in
a cage.

Pandemonium broke out upon the bridge. The
villagers fought valiantly, vainly, and oh so shortly back. Amidst
the chaos, Lord Siemienski’s voice shouted for Mikus to be captured
alive and that other one, too, and before Mikus could fire again,
he was grabbed and dragged from his horse. As the slaughter raged
all about him, he was ingloriously tied to the horse of one of the
lord’s soldiers, bound and gagged.

Barbara sat astride Jaskolka by the side
of the bridge frozen in terror staring in disbelief as the waters
of the Wisloka, only moments before representing her safety,
now ran red with her villagers’ blood.

Suddenly, her reverie was broken with the
pounding of horses’ hooves coming fast upon her.

“What are you doing here! Come! Go!”

And before she could think, Jaskolka’s
reins were in the hands of a stranger, the young man who had just
moments before stood in such command upon the center of the bridge,
and he was leading her, galloping, she knew not where.

 


Barbara could do nothing against this stranger’s
command of Jaskolka. Behind them pandemonium still reigned;
she could hear the moans and cries of the common folk, the whinnies
and shrieks of the powerful horses of the lords’ forces, the
whistling of the sabers thin blades whittling the air—though
perhaps this last she was only imagining from the fearsome site she
had witnessed at the side of the bridge.

They rode fiercely through the deepening oak
forest, the branches whipping past, the young man calling out to
lie low in her saddle. Barbara pressed herself against the saddle,
hugging the neck of her beloved Jaskolka, wondering now if
perhaps her future had finally arrived.

The forest had deepened so thickly that the
horses were now obliged to slow to a canter, then to a walk. The
young man’s horse was a stallion, a Skowronek like
Jaskolka, but not bred to be child-size. The stallion stood
nearly 20 hands high, and was as black as Jaskolka was
white, his coat shimmering in the pale January light like the coat
of a panther. His nostrils flared with exertion, his breath curling
in thin tendrils, his powerful muscular sides heaving with each
breath. His mane was pure black, long and as fine as silk.

“This way now.” The young man spoke. “Get down.
We have to walk from here.”

He led them down a winding path through such
thick brush that once they passed it was impossible to see where
they had gone. After a while, the thick brush opened up to a
clearing where an encampment stood.

The young man tied up the horses, then turned to
her, looking her over from her head to her toes, turning her
around, examining her arms, her legs.

“You’re not hurt, then?”

“No.”

“You weren’t shot?”

“No.”

“Not hit with anything?”

“No.”

“What in the name of Christ were you doing at
that bridge!”

“I was out riding.”

“Out riding? You could have been killed. Don’t
you know better than to go riding about these woods alone? A child
alone? In these unsettled times?”

“What was happening?”

“Rebellion. And you’ll be seeing a lot more of
that before we’re through, I can tell you that much, if Siemienski
and all these lords don’t change their ways.”

“They were slaughtered.” And with these words,
tears, unbidden, suddenly flooded Barbara’s eyes, her lip quivered,
and like a child, like the child she was, she wept. Great gasping
sighs shook her small frame as she wept like a child should weep
who had just witnessed such a horror of death and destruction and
slaughter.

The young man moved to her, placing strong arms
about her and holding her close as her sobs quaked through her.
Finally spent, she sagged against him. He set her gently down upon
a rock in the encampment clearing, sitting beside her. A lone owl
hooted far away, followed by the mournful cry of a mourning
dove.

When she could once again catch her breath, she
glanced up at him, startled by the penetrating blue of his eyes
against the swarthiness of his skin and the dark curl of his hair.
“They’ll kill you, too.”

“Not if they cannot catch me. And that they will
not do. Unless you tell them where they can find me.”

“No, of course I shan’t. Not ever. Not even if
they place me upon a rack or hang me in the town center or flay my
flesh like they did poor Tomasz Wodynski.”

 


By the time Barbara returned to her family’s
estate it was nearly evening and word of the slaughter at the
bridge and Barbara’s capture by one of the young rebels had spread
through the village like wildfire. Wojciech Ulanski had every one
of his people, including all the house workers, searching every
inch of Debowiec and the surrounding area for his eight year old
daughter. But Barbara returned alone, riding Jaskolka up the
long circular stone driveway. It was Zozia the head housekeeper and
Barbara’s nurse that spied her first, and sent up such a hue and
cry that the sound echoed throughout the hills that surrounded the
village. The front doors of the manor house flew open, and Regina,
Barbara’s mother, a handkerchief pressed to her lips, flew down the
marble steps, nearly plummeting into Zozia and taking her with her
tumbling all the way down to the bottom of the curving elegant
marble steps.

Regina and the servants surrounded the girl,
pulling her from the pony, hugging her, kissing her, pulling her
into the house. Regina sent the houseboy, Misha, off for the
master. Barbara was plied with tea fortified with just a smidgeon
of vodka and poppy seed cake and venison stew and more hugs and
kisses.

Once Wojciech arrived, the real questioning
began, but Barbara was able to assure her father that the handsome
stranger did not harm her, and had in fact saved her life as her
whisked her and Jaskolka off to safety from the massacre at
the bridge. Though the telling of the slaughter she had witnessed
was difficult, Barbara told her father every detail as accurately
as she could remember. She no longer wept.

The next day, she had to appear before the Lord
Siemienski, where she was duty bound to repeat her tale. Riding
Jaskolka, she showed Lord Siemienski where she had been
sitting astride her horse when the fighting broke out, where the
stranger had grabbed the reins of her pony capturing her and
leading her galloping away from the scene of the rebellion. She
then, to the best of her recollection, led the lord and a small
cadre of his soldiers through the forest on the same route that the
stranger had taken her.

Though Barbara Ulanski boasted of exceptionally
high intelligence and a faultless memory, she did not remember to
tell the lord of the encampment hidden deep within the forests of
Debowiec. She also led the cadre North, toward the gently sloping
hills that led to the town of Jaslo, although she knew very well
that she and the handsome young man had ridden south, and that the
young man was riding even now, speeding safely on his way deep
within the confines of the majestic Carpathian Mountains.

 


Nine years passed in the village of Debowiec.
Nine years not of tranquility, but of strife and discontent, as
strife and discontent stretched across the entire land known as the
Commonwealth of Poland. The rebellion begun on the bridge over the
River Wisloka began a movement that many had hoped would
turn over an unjust system where the lord was the law, and everyone
living under the lord was obliged to pay corvee, or rent to
him for the use of his houses, gardens, forests, and to provide a
measure of everything they produced or grew or made or butchered or
dyed or weaved or labored. The brutal agreement the rebels had
hoped to overturn that was signed on the 17th November
1755 read:

…townsmen are obliged to pay rent amounting
to 2 grosz for a big house and 1 grosz for a small one. They are
also obliged to pay rent for the use of gardens, 4 grosz for a big
one and 1 grosz for a small one. They also have to provide 200
korzec of oats or its monetary equivalent, 150 hens or 10 grosz for
each hen. If they use municipal meadows, they have to pay 42 ZLP.
The butcher has to give 18 grosz for each cow he slaughters and a
stone of melted suet. Whoever slaughters a sheep has to pay 3 grosz
each. Butchers are obliged to work for the manor house for free
whenever it proves necessary. A baker has to pay 6 grosz, a
shoemaker 14 grosz, a potter is obliged to give 6 bigger pots and 6
smaller ones for each kiln he uses or monetary equivalent. A weaver
has to give a piece of linen for free or 60 łokiec of linen made
from yarn provided by the manor house. If he manages to produce
more it has to be paid for. Townsmen should provide labor if the
weirs need repairing. A miara of good quality grain should be given
or its monetary equivalent should be paid to the lord on St
Martin's day. Townsmen and residents of neighboring villages are
forbidden to brew moonshine since starosts have the monopoly on
producing and selling vodka on his land for over 150 years.

A deputy starost should have the final word
in choosing a wójt or a mayor. Mills and all the privileges
connected with them belong to a starost. Residents of Debowiec are
obliged to use the mills that belong to the starost of Debowiec and
give a miara of flour as a duty.

—Historia Debowica

 


The rebellion did not overturn this document,
but served only to reinforce it in the harshest cruelest terms. And
if a townsman could not meet the terms? He was met with a beating
or imprisonment in the manor dungeon, or torture, or humiliation,
or flaying, or even hanging in the village square. The participants
of the rebellion who were not slaughtered at the bridge received
either corporal punishment of the severest nature, imprisonment, or
death. Mikus was imprisoned in the manor house dungeon. He went on
a hunger strike to protest his treatment as well as the treatment
of all the rebels. On the eighth day of his hunger strike,
Siemienski heard him singing a religious song, and perhaps some
chord of humanity or some chord of righteousness was struck, and
surprised to hear that his prisoner was still alive, Siemienski
ordered Mikus brought to him. When Mikus appeared before him,
Siemienski was shocked at the rebel’s appearance, and ordered his
servant to give him some wine at once. Mikus sipped the wine, but
soon after he drank it, he died. Townspeople who refused to believe
any kindness was possible from Siemienski circulated rumors for
years that the wine given Mikus was in fact poisoned. Siemienski
had had enough of the rebel and wanted to at last silence him.
Mikus was taking entirely too long to die.

The great hoped for peasant movement began to
collapse. After many years of rebellion, there were still no gains,
only poverty and hunger, and the rule of the lords. Defeatism
stalked the countryside and the villages. The large estates of the
landed and the wealthy gentry grew larger while the smaller manors
grew smaller still so that by now only about a dozen or so families
owned most of the country. About another three hundred or so owned
sizeable estates, but the vast majority of the gentry, who once did
own land, now owned no land at all, and those remaining who managed
to hold on to a piece of property could do little more than provide
for their families and their dependents. And everyone, every man,
every woman, every child beholding to the grace of the lords paid
and paid and paid again.

There had been a time in the not so distant past
when the great Commonwealth of Poland had been great indeed. After
the Tatar invasions in the 12th Century, Polish troops
had retaken Krakow in 1312. The reign of Kazimierz III known as
Kazimierz the Great was one of the grandest of all reigns of Polish
kings. Kazimierz III built castles and cathedrals of brick,
fortified close to one hundred towns, rerouted the Vistula at
Krakow and built a canal to link the great salt mines at Wieliczka
with the capital. He codified all the existing laws into two
volumes, and reformed the fiscal system so that peoples all over
Western Europe were attracted to Poland and came and settled and
lent their skills: bankers and merchants and bakers and craftsmen
and scholars, Armenians and Jews, Germans and Russians, Hungarians
and Swiss. Polish priests traveled far and wide as ambassadors of
goodwill and scholarship. Education flourished, and Polish
literature burgeoned. Kazimierz founded a University in Krakow,
instilling in the Polish people the love of literature, learning,
and culture.

In 1409 Wladyslaw Jagiello resoundingly defeated
the Knights of the Teutonic Order. The Knights had been established
during the Crusades to help fight Prussian Pagans. They consisted
of German nights and sword bearing monks, as well as ferocious
mercenaries, who fought on whichever side paid the highest wages.
The Order invited German farmers and craftsmen to settle the
Northern country. Once an ally of the Polish people, in time this
Teutonic Order turned on them, beginning to gobble up huge swatches
of Polish territory. In one of the world’s bloodiest and longest
battles, the Battle of Grunwald, Jagiello brought the Order to its
knees. So renowned was the prowess of the Polish forces that King
Henry IV of England in 1415 begged Jagiello to fight with him in
his war against the French. The victory over the Tatars and the
victory over the Teutonic Knights placed Poland among the greatest
powers of Europe.

And now, three and a half centuries after that
triumph, the Commonwealth teetered on the brink of collapse, of
implosion, for it was no longer fighting enemies from without, but
rather its own defeatism and moribund system from within. This
system consisted of an emasculated King, Augustus III, whose powers
were eviscerated by the ruling body or parliamentary system known
as the Seym. The representative members of the Seym were composed
from Poland’s gentry, the szlachta, that consisted of
nobleman, landed gentry, gentry who once owned land, and priests.
This governing body passed laws, conferred title, received foreign
visitors and envoys, conceived foreign policy, controlled the
treasury, imposed taxes and could apply amnesty and reprieve. The
body was regulated by a parliamentary principal known as liberum
veto: the principal that no legislation could be enacted
without unanimity. This principal had been perverted so that the
dissent of one voice was enough to stop any legislation from
passing. Also know as the “Golden Freedom”, members of the
szlachta, and their elected Seym representatives held onto
this principal with the ferociousness of wild boars, yielding to
nothing, not common sense, not the best interests of the
Commonwealth, not the wishes of the majority. One voice, often
bought and paid for by an unscrupulous nobleman or oligarchy, was
enough to stop any legislation before its merits could be even
brought forth for discussion, keeping the Commonwealth frozen in
intractable positions the origins of which could often be traced
back centuries.

 


Since Barbara’s return from that fateful day on
the bridge, the Ulanski household had experienced a subtle shift.
Wojciech had been impressed with his young daughter’s demeanor as
she recited to him the dreadful events she had witnessed. The young
girl was calm and forthright and exact. But it was her performance
in front of Siemanski that had made the most indelible mark. She
stood before the Lord, her slight frame unbowed, her voice
unwavering, and lied. For Wojciech knew his young daughter was not
telling all she knew. He could see the truth untold hiding behind
the sky blue of her eyes. And yet she faced the lord resolutely.
This young man, this rebel of the bridge, must be of the most
forceful mettle to inspire one so young to stand so forthright to
risk so much for him and his cause.

Barbara’s prevarication inspired not anger but
wonder and admiration in her father, calling to mind another one so
young who had led a country—Poland’s great King Jadwiga, her only
female King, crowned king on her tenth birthday, beloved by her
people, crowned after the death of Kazimierz the Great. Politics
had led to her crowning, Poland’s cryptic, enigmatic politics. King
Kazimierz the Great had no legitimate heir. He decided that his
sister Elizabeth of Poland and her son, Louis I of Hungary, should
succeed him. Louis was proclaimed king, but it was Elizabeth who
held the power until her death in 1380. Louis died in 1382, and the
Hungarian throne was then inherited by his eldest surviving
daughter Mary. However, there arose a rift between Poland and
Hungary at this time, and Poland no longer wanted to continue their
liaison with Hungary. Poland, then needed a new monarch, and so
they chose Mary’s younger sister, Jadwiga. Jadwiga was crowned King
of Poland in Kraków and at the age of ten, on 16 November 1384.

As King, Jadwiga was heavily involved in her
country’s politics, diplomacy, and culture. She acted alongside her
husband Władysław's to reclaim Poland's lost territories., leading
two successful military expeditions to reclaim the province of
Halych in Red Ruthenia in 1387. She opened up correspondence with
Poland’s old enemy the Teutonic Knights, meeting and negotiating
with them in person in 1390. In addition, Jadwiga sponsored writers
and artists, donating much of her personal wealth, including her
royal insignia, to found hospitals and finance scholarships.

Watching his young daughter stand up to the
Lord, his admiration ignited, Wojciech began to consult with her,
discussing matters of the estate as well as of the Commonwealth.
During their discourse, Wojciech found his political views
undergoing surprising changes.

The Ulanski family had been landowners for
centuries.

The town of Debowiec had its origins as a royal
town, which meant that the town belonged to the king; documents
record this as far back as the 13th Century. A document
issued in Krakow on August 15th 1349 shows that village
leadership of Debowy Dzial , as it was called then, was
granted to Mikolaj from Bakow from King Kazimierz the Great. The
town was to be chartered according to the Magdeburg law. According
to the law, the individual, usually a lord or a knight signed a
contract with a man called wójt, a mayor or overlord who exerted guardianship and military protection as
well as justice for the new town. A foundation charter was
granted in which all the laws and duties of the town owner
were written down in detail. The land was divided into fields and
allotted to settlers. The wójt was given two or more fields.
Two fields were devoted to the skotnik, a common grazing
land. If there was a church in the town, it was to be built there.
The fields given to the wójt, and those given to the church were
rent free. Many of the settlers came from Germany, but there were
also some who came from the local rural population. All were,
according to the charter, entitled to enjoy freedom and not be
subjected to serfdom.

Houses were built along the street that ran
through the town. Craftsmen and tradesmen settled here. There was
also a town square in the village center for fairs and farmer’s
markets called nawsie.

Everything a settler could possibly desire to
begin a new life was provided: cattle, grain, building material,
firewood. The settlers who owned fields were free from rent for
twenty years, after which they paid rent for the fields annually on
St Martin's Day. In addition, the settlers owed the manor overlord
some working days and dinners when the local court sat in the town.
They were not subject to compulsory military service except when
their own settlement was in danger. Since they could devote all
their time to farming, and their tithes and rents were quite
reasonable, their lives were quite bearable, even enjoyable.

A town was governed by the wojt (mayor)
and the town council.

Founding of a new settlement, no matter whether
it was a village or a town, was advantageous for the owner of the
land, the lord. He received the rent in the form of money as well
as labor. It was advantageous for the country as well—the settlers
populated the area and as a result it improved both culturally and
economically.

During its history as a royal town, Debowiec was
visited by. King Kazimierz the Great several times. However, her
origins can be traced back even further than this. The settlement
could be traced back as a trade route along the Wisloka
River that led from the Vistula River to Hungary via the
Dukla Pass. As a trade route town, Debowiec was one of the
fortified strongholds, a town that had walled squat turrets rising
along the Wisloka and Jasiloka Rivers to protect
Poland’s border from the Red Ruthenians who lived just beyond these
natural borders. These strongholds were responsible for the
defenses of the country, and it was Wojciech’s ancestor, Stanislaw
Ulanski, knight to Kazimerz the Great, who was assigned to the
cramped wooden and earthwork structure that rose above the
Wisloka armed with a club and a bow and arrow to protect
Poland and her king from her enemies.

In 1474 the Hungarian army invaded Southern
Poland and burnt down the towns of Dukla, Zmigrod, Debowiec, Jaslo,
and Pilzno. But there were Ulanski men there to rebuild. Two
hundred years later in 1657, a second invasion took place, carried
out by the Prince of Transylvania, an ally of the Swedish king
Charles X Gustav. This invasion wreaked havoc on the Red Ruthenia,
and the Krakow, Sandomierz and Warsaw territories, as well as
Dukla, Amigrod, Debowiec, Jaslo, and Pilzno. Once again, Debowiec
was slowly rebuilt. Once again, Ulanski men were there to rebuild
her.

By the time of the second invasion, the Ulanski
clan was landowners of distinction. They had been granted, for
service to Crown and Country a large tract of land over 7500
hectares in 1451 by a very grateful King Kazimierz IV, son of
Wladyslaw Jagiello. Jagiello had been the fierce warrior who had so
resoundingly defeated the Teutonic Knights in 1409. Wladyslaw
Jagiello became such a hero to the Polish people that they urged
the marriage of Jagiello to their girl-king Jadwiga, propelling
Jagiello, by way of that marriage to the title of king.

Given his position as a landowner of a vast
estate, Wojciech was not inclined to find himself on the side of
the serf or the worker. He was not a brutal master, but a master
never the less, and as a master, expected unqualified unquestioned
obedience for which the lack thereof would be harshly dealt. He had
been known to deal with a recalcitrant worker with corporal
punishment as was the accepted recourse of that time, without
remorse—as was also not only acceptable, but expected. As a
landowner, as gentry and a member of the szlachta,
Wojciech’s role was to lead.

But over the years as he watched the heavy yoke
of duty and obedience crush the spirit of his less well placed
countrymen, Wojciech began questioning the order of things in the
Commonwealth. What if his long ago ancestor Stanislaw had not been
chosen to guard the fledgling town on the Wisloka? What
would have happened to the clan then? They were not of noble blood.
Not of kings and queens. One could always suppose that a man of
Stanislaw’s character would have distinguished himself in battle
one way or another, would have gained recognition that way, would
have ultimately, fatefully risen. Or could one? Suppose he had been
killed in battle instead? Suppose a weaker strain of Ulanski men
had prevailed? Suppose Wojciech’s life, then, had become one of the
yoke, without a future, without hope?

And who was this young man who had ridden into
town to lead a rebellion and then so ably disappeared? Who had so
captured the imagination, the mind of his young daughter, that she
had braved all—going before the lord and lying to protect him?
Surely this was a man of no common stock. This was a man on fire
for revolution. What sets a man on fire thus if not the search for
the deepest the most absolute of truth?

But of these things Wojciech could not speak to
his wife, Regina, for as he grew deeper in doubt, Regina grew more
stiffly in opposition. Far from inspiring, Regina found the
uprising at the bridge alarming and infuriating. She was enraged
that Barbara had been anywhere near the mutinous gory spectacle.
Convinced that the only salvation for the Commonwealth of Poland
was the crushing of the rising of the peasants and unwavering
loyalty to the King and the lords, Regina believed in firm
discipline of the common folk. The serfs needed to know their place
and be kept firmly in it by whatever means necessary be that by
corporal, painful, visceral, even mortal means, if that is what it
should take to restore sense and order.

As for Barbara, Regina did not discern the lie
shaded ‘neath the crystalline blue of her daughter’s piercing eyes.
If she had, she would probably have taken a horse whip to the girl
herself.

As these nine years passed, father and daughter
grew more strongly together, even as mother and daughter grew more
strongly apart. Barbara had not yet developed Wojciech’s discipline
or his wisdom, but with his passion she was greatly endowed, and
she never tired of attempting to convince her mother of
egalitarianism, ever hopeful she could soften just a bit that tough
crusty arrogant exterior. These conversations were doomed for
failure, however, ending in ugly visceral arguments, with Barbara
exasperated at her mother’s condescension and Regina disgusted at
her daughter’s noblisse oblige. Regina was tall and willowy,
white-blonde and sky-blue eyed as was her daughter; indeed.
Barbara, physically, resembled her mother almost more as a twin
than as a daughter. But Barbara resembled her mother physically
only. Regina’s bearing was regal, as was Barbara’s, but her
temperament was cold, even forbidding. When Barbara would complain
to Wojciech, as she often did with tears of exasperation shining in
those extraordinary eyes, he would patiently explain it hadn’t
always been thus. As a young woman Regina had been gay and amusing
and lively. Perhaps she had absorbed the temperament of the times.
Perhaps it was the ill health that had crept increasingly upon her.
Perhaps it was the increasing pregnancies that did not result in
children but in miscarriages—one after the other that led to
episodes of such violent bleeding that the doctor brought in from
Krakow finally told her she must not under any circumstances try to
become pregnant again.

Wojciech did not mind. He adored Regina with all
her coldness, for he knew the joy that once danced in her heart.
And he adored the one child they did have. Wojciech was Regina’s
opposite. He was round and stout, red-headed and freckled with the
palest of skin beneath the blush of freckles. He wore a neatly
trimmed red beard that enhanced his square prominent jaw,
off-setting a small abrupt nose. His eyes were brown. His
temperament joyous. Wojciech loved to laugh. He loved life and he
loved laughter. And above all, he was a seeker of truth. Since the
rebellion on the bridge he sought the truth of the situation in the
Commonwealth. He also was seeking the joy locked away beneath
layers of sadness encasing his wife’s heart.

As Regina’s health grew ever more fragile,
Barbara was entrusted with more and more care of the estate. She
became her father’s helpmate, gradually assuming the household
duties Regina once held. Despite the doctors warning, Regina
insisted on trying for another child. Wojciech did everything he
could to dissuade her, but she would not be dissuaded. Finally, to
appease her, he gave in. With this last pregnancy and its ensuing
miscarriage, Regina weakened and frail, took to her bed.

Wojciech visited her every morning, taking her
coffee and pastry, sitting beside her as she drank and ate what she
could, brushing her long white-gold hair, holding her hand, talking
of their life together. In the evening, he would return with a bowl
of borsht or chicken soup, holding her hand, brushing her hair back
from her brow, now speaking of the day’s events. But no matter how
much time he spent with her, he could not assuage his guilt. He
never should have agreed to try for another child. He would never
be able to forgive himself.

Barbara visited her mama as well, and now,
adhering to stern warnings from Wojciech, she spoke nothing of
politics.

But politics was all anyone spoke of throughout
the Commonwealth. It was 1764 and change was in the air. Stanislaw
Antoni Poniatowski had just been elected King of Poland on 6
September, taking the name Stanislaw II Augustus. Poniatowski was
the son of Konstancja Czartoryska and Stanislaw Ponitatowski. The
Czartoryski family was descendants of the Jagellions, Władysław
Jagellion was the fierce warrior who had tamed the Teutonic Knights
and married Poland’s only female king, the young Jadwiga. Unlike
the rest of European aristocracies, the Commonwealth of Poland did
not adhere to strict genealogical line or heredity in the
anointment of her kings. Fearful of creating a dynasty, intensely
protective of their freedom, unique to all of Europe, the
Commonwealth of Poland through their governing body, the Seym,
elected their kings.

Prince Kazimierz Czartoryski, Konstancja’s
father, was cultured, literary, brilliant, and noble not only of
descent and carriage but of mind, thought and deed. These high
qualities were passed onto his children. Throughout the
Commonwealth, the Czartoyskis were known as Familia, the
family, the term including not only the immediate members of the
family but all those who supported them. To many they represented
Poland’s brightest hope for the future of the Commonwealth.
Military commissions were established, and the king founded the
Szkola Rycerska, the College of Chivalry for the training of
the military. A national customs tariff, so that goods imported to
Poland could be taxed appropriately and Polish merchants could
compete fairly in the ever-burgeoning world market was instituted.
Renewal was in the air, and no subject, it seemed, was deemed too
sensitive or taboo to broach as part of that renewal—even civic
rights were being discussed; even the moribund golden freedom of
the single veto of the Seym.

At the center of this spirit of renewal,
intellectually and spiritually, if not physically, for there was no
physical center as renewal was taking place all over the
Commonwealth as the burgeoning of a Second Renaissance, was
Wojciech Ulanski. He was an avid adherent to A Free Voice
published in 1749 which declared the principal of the Commonwealth
to be that of a fatherland defined not by its ruler, nor its
ethnicity, nor its geographical boundaries but by the comfort of
its citizens who dwell within. It was the duty, then, of the
citizens of the fatherland to fight to the death to protect their
country yet work irrevocably to create the political harmony and
ideal citizenry that no fight should ever happen. At least one
evening a month, Wojciech, with Barbara at his side, hosted an
evening with the local intelligentsia—some traveling from as far
away even as Krakow—to exchange ideas and ferment hope. These
gatherings included men as well as women. It was not just the
lovely Barbara Ulanski who as a woman was assuming a prominent role
in Polish society
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