                                                         TO ALL THE GIRLS I LOVED BEFORE

‘ To all de garls eye luved before…’  Crooned Julio Iglesias. I dedicate this story to all the girls I loved.  The mothers, the sisters, the cousins  the nuns, HEY WAIT!!! That is despicable, you thought I meant THAT kind of love?  If my mother was alive , she would wash your mouth out with soap, and pull your ear, then make you go to confession.
      No, I am talking about the women in my life who showed me courage, leadership, compassion and evidenced how to be a man.  I have been blessed with scores of women who I am so thankful they entered my life.
      This is dedicated to my mother, my sisters Carol and Janet , Sister Martin. My cousin,Rosie. Nuns that taught me: Sister Kenny, Sister Lawrence, Sister Daniel Marie, Sister Marguerit. Sister Ruth, my last principal, Gail’s mother, Adele.. My cousin, Cindy. My Grandmothers, Ludmilla and Pauline. My present , girlfriend, June and so many more, I can not begin to thank.  These are all women of substance. I could wind stories about each one of them.  They have to a woman, led lives of fortitude and humility in the whipping winds of life.
     … Mr. Sullivan, was my Senior year   Civic Government teacher. I mention him because I have such respect for his teaching style and demeanor. I attempted to imitate his teaching style.  I mention this only because he never knew the impact he had on my life.  I say this to act as a prologue for the women in my life.  They will never know what impact they had on my life.  I will just  share three of these courageous women in  my life: Theresa O’Drobinak-Czajkowski, Adele Courtright, Sister Martin Deporres.
     





She was known as Tess, Tessie, beczka. stadi babba, trtka moia, but to me she was MOM.

      Theresa Ludmilla Czajkowski live 86.5 years. I would give 10 years of my life to have her for that other .5 year.

       She was not a Donna Reed. When Mom ruled the roost, she ran it like a well-oiled machine.  She literally willed herself to have two boys and two girls. As a matter of fact, in those pre-sonogram days, when all her family members said that when I was born that I would be a girl. My father was so convinced I would be a girl, he wanted to name the fourth and last child, Pauline, after his mother, Pauline Wrobleski Czajkowski.( that is a mouthful). When I arrived they inspected my naked, unctuous body. They decide , wisely , in my opinion to shorten my name, not my anatomy,  to Paul.

      I guess I was my family’s first transgendered child!

      Theresa was the 3rd (5th) living child of Karol and Ludmilla O'Drobinak. My grandparents had 12 children, but two had died in the old country. You see Karol and Ludmilla met here in America. They went back to the old country for a period of years, where they had three children. Only Charles made the transition from Austria-Hungary (present day Slovakia). Charles, Irma , Theresa , Emil, Louie, Arthur, Justina, Joseph, Wendell and Sophie. Sophie died at an early age at 20. She, when she was 18,she told her mother, while she was braiding her mother’s hair that she would not see her 24th birthday. She was killed in a bus train accident just before her 24th birthday.

       Theresa was a very sickly child. Her parents did not think she would survive.  Through diligence by both Karol and Ludmilla, she survived.

       All their children went to the Slovak Church school in Whiting, Indiana. When Theresa was in the 7th grade, she was known as the best marble player. In those days they even had a state tournament for marbles. Her 8th grade teacher nominated her to travel to the State final. Karol would have none of that. No girl would disgrace his family that way.

       Theresa quit school at 9th grade. She chose to become a maid for a young Jewish couple in Chicago, where she stayed for two years.  Upon the urging of her sister, Irma, she moved to Racine, Wisconsin, where she got a job in the Jockey underwear company. There she stayed with Irma. In 1935, Irma and John(Kopesky) married.


        
                A few years later, a certain Polish young man would change her life.....

        That is a story for another time. I want to tell you about my feelings towards my mother.

         Growing up, she was to be feared. Her dictates were law. A household that was always a minor disaster away from poverty, she was acutely aware of her task that lay before her. She would raise to adulthood 4, God-fearing, disciplined proud citizens of this country and the next plane of existence. Her faith was uppermost in her life. Both my parents were faithful, devoted Catholics. As Jim Gaffigan says of his wife, my mother was a Shiite Catholic. To her , the Sacred Heart of Jesus an the Immaculate Heart of Mary were inviolable .Next to her love of God was the O’Drob obsession with the Chicago Cubs. But that is a story for another time… 

I gained immense respect for her when I worked at the Lever Bros plant for two summers. She was loved and admired by her co-workers for her hard work and dedication to her job. I knew it was her dedication to her family that drove her to work many double shifts, while being pleasant and thankful for the overtime.
        
         But pizza was her guilty pleasure: thin crust, sausage, and mushroom. Mom and I bonded many hours over late-night pizza after her shift at Lever Brothers; when my Pops would allow me to pick up my Mom on payday Fridays. Whether it was Lansing House of Pizza, or late night Munster Giovanni’s we bonded and grew close  as a mother and son should.

         I love my Mother very much. But I am so very thankful for her gift of faith imbued into my soul. 

         I carry, at least 20 pounds of pizza weight to this day(I might have added a few since my youth), thanks to those pizza encounters. 

Mom,
 I look forward to our next pizza encounter...

I have mentioned several times, the wonderful experience to have known Sister Martin. She was like a third sister to me. I have told you in other stories of her dedication. I will simply share with you my thoughts on this good woman in action…

“yeah, yeah,yeah. Go head and cry like babies that you have to stay after school” , interupeted by the chief trouble maker,

“But I have football practice after school…” remarked Don H
“you should have thought about that before you ended here, I warned you not to keep fooling around in class” Casey D just sat there, he was a quiet kid, but was always under the spell of Don’s persona.

  It was my first-year teaching and these rug rats were my first 6th grade students. It was 1973 and here I am, after school being cajoled by pre-pubescent mobsters , disguised as students…(Yeah, I wore leisure suits back then). What was I thinking when I said I would teach JR High kids!!!

Andy M was the third bird sitting right next to me in the front row. He was not as smart as the other two who were sitting in the back seats. This fact will be very apparent, shortly.

“You know, Don , YOU WOULD be at practice if you would have listened to me before getting in trouble. I couldn’t care less about you whining about this now”. As I was saying this , I rubbed my eyes and acted like a crying baby. I turned to go back to my desk. I suddenly had a thought. I wheeled and turned quickly…

“You know, Don…” As I looked down Andy M caught my eye. He was half out of his chair mocking me in pantomime style.

There was a moment, I could see the headlines….” Student murdered by raving teacher…”. Andy M realized he was caught, red handed. Knowlingly, he slowly sunk back into his chair. I looked down at him, my blood pressure rising. Andy looked at me with fear in his eyes “I’m a dead man now”. He was expecting a slap across his face. To be honest, he was not far from the truth. My better angels were at my side, for I grabbed him by the shoulder, yanked him out of the chair and marched him down the stairs to Sr. Martin, my principal’s office. Don and Casey knew that they had been permanently pardoned by Andy’s actions and shortly left the room.

Now, this is where Sister Martin came in. She told me later that when she was working on some afternoon project, she started to hear slight grumblings, growing louder by the second. As she looked up from her work ; suddenly her door flew open and here stood Mr.C  (my nickname back then, for obvious reasons), three shades of purple, dangling Andy M  in front of her like a butcher holding rancid meat. Mr. C plopped Andy M down in the chair and proceed in giving a tongue lashing to the youth for a few seconds. Sister Martin, as she had always shown was a gentle and patient woman. I calmed to a boiling point (209 degrees!). Andy’s eyes, searched Sr. Martin’s face for some relief. He got it, for Sister Martin, in her way calmed the both of us down, I do not remember what she said but Andy M. was spared to live another day. As a matter of fact, Andy came back after graduating and going on to High school, thanked me for being a good teacher. Little did he know how close to paradise he that day was. Sister Martin was the best principal I had ever worked under, and also a dear friend. She retired from teaching and worked until 78 as a Religious Ed director in Tacoma. She spent her last days tending to the older nuns back at the Mother House in South Bend. I am humbled by the life of sacrifice and hard work of this sainted woman. I am proud to be called her half-brother…

This brings me to my third, and final woman to have made me who I am today. (Blame them . not me if I did not turn out right!!) …       Adele C

Adele C was the mother of my first girlfriend, Gail. It was my Junior year when I had my first real love affair. Gail was a good girl. I enjoyed our three years together. As it always happens, things happen (mostly, my doing… more about that in coming stories) that we both realized we would part. She went on to marry and divorce the next guy she dated. Raised a family of three children. She remarried and worked with abused women in Michigan. She related this to me upon a meeting we had in 2000. It was her unhappy marriage that brought her to her vocation. She died a few years back from cancer, loved and appreciated by her Michigan community for her efforts in her crusade against abuse. Gail, one of my great regrets in my life is that I did not work harder to realize the goodness you contained in your soul, a soul inspired by a mother such as Adele C.

You see, Adele C was not a pretty woman. She was taller than most women. She was a thin, gangly female, not one you would be attracted to by her physical appearance. Her glasses and her beak-like nose did not help. But what she contained in her spirit was  worth more than pure gold.

After the war, at a get together, she met this man. Sullen, short in stature. Easily 6 inches smaller than Adele. Loren was an ex-marine. He had seen brutal action in the Pacific theater. He came home a broken man, both physically and mentally. He would go on to have thirty-six procedures to fix his body. He never regained eyesight in his left eye. He could not taste or smell anything. His left arm was forever weakened by his efforts in the war. What he felt in his psyche was worse than his physical problems.

Of course, Adele told me they got together and quickly married. This Mutt and Jeff (again, for those under 50, they were cartoon characters, marked by their difference in size and body type). Why not? Adele told me, no one else would marry these two. On my first encounter with Loren, Gail said, “if my Dad does not say anything, don’t worry. If he pulls out WW2 memorabilia it will show you, he likes you.” Sure enough, Loren waited that first meeting, quietly while Adele asked probing mother-like questions of me. After a bit, Loren pulled out this small bag and rolls out what I thought were dice, worn out and green with aged algea.
  “Those were teeth I knocked out of a Jap in the Philippines,” smiling Cheshire-like upon his explanation. 
Loren worked hard as a carpenter because you see…


Adele was the loving and proud mother of 12 children!!! Beauty must be more than skin deep.  Now, before you start wagging your tongues about Adele and  her brood, as Gail’s mentor, Nurse Mrs.B at BNI would attempt to shame Gail’s mothers life choices.. Adele had the self-respect of a great woman. You see, Gail was aspiring to be a nurse. Gail worked during her lunch with Mrs. B who would comment sardonically about having 12 children. This upset Gail. Adele told Gail once:
“ Tell Mrs. B that intercourse 12 times in 20 years did not mean she was promiscuous!!
Ole Mrs. B never brought the subject up again…

That was an example of Adele’s wit and outlook on life. She woke in the morning, “girded her loins” (her statement , biblically based)  and faced her daily life with a resilience and confidence few people could muster. She, like my Mom was a “Shiite” Catholic. Her allegiance to her faith was unshakable. Her husband, Loren, was a life-long atheist.  It is a testament to Adele’s faith that, as Loren lay dying, he wrote his wife a note two days before passing, that he , that day was baptized and given last rites. I guess there are no atheists in foxholes, Adele would go on to say. 

This was a year after I stopped dating Gail . Adele had a child of 2  still at home at the time of Loren’s death, and her oldest was 19. She would go on to raise these children, mate-less for 5 years.


For that is what a woman she was. We had many discussions over morning coffee. After I would drop Gail off at work at the Highland Lumber Yard, I would return and discuss politics and life with Adele for hours at a time, while she worked her chores. I was a flaming liberal in those days. (What college student wasn’t in 68-69.Churchill was right, if you are 20 and not a Liberal, you did not have a heart. But by 40, if you were not by then conservative , you did not have a brain. Ole Winston was right, I brainless, Paulie Cz would carry on great conversations with this woman)

As I said, things did not go well that first year in college for us. By the time my second year started. Gail had decided to move on, breaking my heart.  I would visit Adele one more time in 2000. She was older, but still the proud resilient woman she was earlier. That is when , Gail, who was visiting her sister called, and she agreed to our only reunion at a bar outside of Gary. I am happy to say we shared our life’s stories and parted as friends.
	
Adele, I know you are listening. Thank you for all the guidance you gave to me…. ( Yes, I am a conservative now!!)


