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I hop up, backpack bouncing on my back, the nubby fabric of the seat rubbing the back of 

my knees as my blue corduroy skirt rides up. Taking my place in the middle, a sister on each 

side, I reach for my seatbelt.  Our car, a blue Honda, smells of home and is our safe haven, a 

place to share secrets and tell tales.  We settle in for the long ride home, my baby sister already 

anxious for me to make her laugh. Before we get too loud, my older sister interrupts, “Tell us a 

story, Mamusiu.” 

 Gasps, wriggling, happy squeals in chorus, Mama knows how to tell a good story. 

 “Yes! Tell us a story, pleeeeease?” 

 Bump, bump, bump, still unable to touch the floor my little feet kick the chair in front of 

me. I see Mama’s eyes in the rearview mirror, and I know she is smiling. 

 “A story? Hmmm… let me see. How about this one?” 

 We never tire of the story our mother told us that day. No matter how many times we 

hear it, we are always happy to hear it again. A story of love, and hope and magic: how our 

family came to be. 

 “Your daddy and I wanted very much to have children, but we couldn’t.  One day Daddy 

said, ‘There are so many children in the world who need parents, I think we should adopt.  So we 

did. We got a call saying there were three little girls in Poland, did we want them? And we said-” 



Mama raises her eyes to catch ours in the mirror, and takes a quick little breath like a conductor 

leading her orchestra- 

 “YES!” 

We always joined in on that part, knowing very well what the answer was. We were 

driving home from the British School in Milan, where we now lived, but before we had been 

living in an orphanage in Płock, a small town in Poland. I don’t have many memories of that 

time, but I do remember that my sisters and I were always together and the day the two strangers 

came. 

 “The lawyer helping us pointed to a pale girl in pink with a pouty, pensive look on her 

face and said, ‘There is Wiktoria, and over there is Jadzia.”   

 I’m told I giggled and danced away, a graceful, light butterfly, leaving the woman who 

would become my mother stunned. 

 “She looks just like my sister did when she was that age…” 

 “Ah, that is because she was meant to be your daughter! The little one over there, no, that 

one! That is Zosia.” 

The strangers had brought chocolate Easter eggs and juice boxes and coloring books and 

bubbles! 

 “Bombelki! Vicky, you fought the other girls to get the bubble stuff, and Jagia, you had a 

little pocket on the front of your dress that you filled up with chocolates. Zosha, I was afraid you 

were going to have a bellyache, so I took the chocolates away, but you kept coming back with 

more chocolate! I couldn’t figure out where you were getting them, until you told me, Jadzia dał 

mi!” 

Of course I gave her chocolates. I guess I was a bit mischievous.  My mother says I had a 

glint in my eye like sunshine on glass that said, “Watch out! Let’s have fun!” and “What can I 



get into now?” Vicky, on the other hand, was very diffident, wary of the strangers, and as 

protective of us as a mama bear with her cubs. Zosha was so young she should have been in a 

different room with the babies, but we were never, ever separated. 

Sisters. We took care of each other; Vicky was a fierce little mother and had been since 

the day our birth mother, whom we called stara mama (“old mother,” and I don’t remember her 

at all) left us. Vicky was only three then, I was two and Zosha was a baby. We were home alone 

for days without food and very cold. Vicky walked to a store to ask for food, and that is when 

someone called the police to come and help. We were brought to the orphanage where we were 

cared for, living there about two-and-a-half years.  

The first visit with the strangers lasted five days, time for them to get to know us. 

“Giddy up giddy up giddy up, whoa, my pony boy! Jeszcze raz! Again! Over and over again 

until your daddy and I were so tired we could hardly walk.” 

 We couldn’t understand each other, so we just played games. Vicky turned six on the last 

day of the visit. 

 “Sto lat! Tanti auguri! Happy Birthday! We brought birthday cake and little presents for 

all the children in your room, and then we had to say goodbye, but we knew we would come 

back and bring you home.” 

My parents had to go before a Polish judge to formally request permission to adopt us.  

 “These are Polish children who speak Polish. How do you plan to communicate with 

them?” 

 “Well, I have been studying Polish,” 

 “Ha! Polish is a very difficult language! You think you can speak Polish? Please let the 

court hear you say something in Polish!” 



 Vicky squeezes my hand and Zosha’s head rocks gently on my shoulder, her hair 

smelling like sunshine. She fights sleep to hear more of the story. Outside the window, traffic 

swirls like leaves in the wind. Mama tilts her head up so she can see us better. 

 “Ja cię kocham!” 

 We love you, too, Mama. 

 

  

 

 

 

 


