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For my family



INTRODUCTORY RITES

“Before they allowed your father to be a priest,” my mother tells me, “they made me take the Psychopath Test. You know, a priest can’t have a psychopath wife, it would bring disgrace.”

She sets a brimming teacup in front of me and yells, “HOT!” She sets a second one in front of my husband, Jason, and yells, “Don’t touch it!” She situates herself in the chair at the head of the table and gazes at the two of us with total maternal happiness, ready to tell the story of the time someone dared to question her mental health.

We are congregating in the dining room of my father’s rectory in Kansas City, where I have returned to live with my parents after twelve long years away. Jason presses his shoulder against mine for reassurance and tries to avoid making eye contact with the graphic crucifix on the opposite wall, whose nouns are like a poem’s nouns: blood, bone, skin. We are penniless and we are exhausted, and in the grand human tradition, we have thrown ourselves on the mercy of the church, which exists for me on this earth in an unusually patriarchal form. It walks, it  cusses, it calls me Bit. It is currently shredding its guitar upstairs, across the hallway from the room where we will be staying for the foreseeable future. Through the east window I can see the same dark geometry of buildings that surrounded me all throughout my childhood: closed school, locked gymnasium, the squares and spires of a place of worship plummeting up into the night.

“Well. You wouldn’t want … to bring disgrace … to the Catholic Church,” Jason says, with a diplomacy that is almost beautiful, making a great show of blowing on his murderously hot tea.

“No, you wouldn’t,” my mother agrees. “They came to the house, because where people are a psychopath the most is in their own homes. And they tried to trap me. They brought all these questions.

“They said, ‘Oh, did you ever feel bad when you killed someone? Which drug tastes the best to you? When your dog talks, what does he say? How many times have you been suicidal?’ They didn’t believe me that I’d never been suicidal. Why would I be suicidal. I’m in love with life.”

She bangs down her rosebud-patterned cup with unexpected force, seized with the sudden urge to backflip through time and attempt a citizen’s arrest. “They were using so many double negatives that finally I just lost it. ‘You can come back here and give me that test when the questions are in English!’ I said, and I chased them away.”

“I don’t understand how you passed,” I say. “From what you’re telling me, it sounds like you should have gotten a pretty bad grade. It sounds like you should have gotten the worst grade, actually.”

“I passed it by being smarter than the test itself,” she says, lifting an aha! finger and touching the tip of my nose with it. “Same way I got the highest-ever score in the history of the SAT.”

“I didn’t know you even took the SAT.”

“The Sears Aptitude Test,” she clarifies in ringing tones. “They had never seen anything like it.”

“Why would you hang that on your wall,” Jason breathes, staring past us at the bloody spectacle of the crucifix, held spellbound by its gore. “Why would you hang that in the room where you eat. It looks like someone screamed into a ribeye.”

“They also tested you,” my mother continues, “to see if you were a psychopath. But you were young enough that nothing showed up, thank God.”

“Your dad gets an F,” Jason says, looking up the questions on his phone and motioning us to be quiet. “Listen.”

I was a problem child.

  True

  False

I am neither shy nor self-conscious; I speak with authority.

  True

  False

I am not or would not be proud of getting away with crimes.

  True

  False

I can hear my father’s objections now: who wouldn’t be proud of getting away with crimes? Who wasn’t a problem child? When your dog talks, doesn’t he tell you that you’re a champion? Mom can’t remember if he took it at all, but if he did, Jesus must have appeared at the last minute and filled out the answers for him, because he was allowed to walk through the doors of the priesthood freely, as upright as sanity itself, while his sane wife and sane children watched sanely from the pews.

Jason continues to scroll through the test, growing more and more horrified as he goes. When he reads, “ ‘I often get others to pay for things for me, true or false,’ ” he clutches at his heart. “We’re psychopaths,” he says mournfully. “We’re being psychopaths right now, in your dad’s holy rectory.”

“I told you it happens at home,” says my mother.

We take our teacups into the living room and curl up on the couch together looking at family pictures. There are hundreds and hundreds of them, almost none of them fine except the sunsets over flat scalloping water and beaches of crushed mussel shells. There is my mother in a Playboy Bunny T-shirt my father gave her for her twenty-second birthday—that was before he found God. My mother in a library, with long carved carnelian hair, smiling in front of shelves of red-and-gold encyclopedias. There is my father on a five-week “biblical archaeological dig,” wearing white short shorts and his whole body the color of wet sand, searching for the door of the First Temple. There he is standing on the spot where the herd of demon swine were driven squealing into the Sea of Galilee.

“Should we see if Dad wants to come down?” I ask, but he’s never found the family saga as compelling as the rest of us do. Once, when we were going through the slides from that aforementioned dig with him, he was somehow able to tell us his exact geographical coordinates in the Holy Land and every detail of every last stone in the excavation sites, but when the first baby picture popped up, he didn’t know which of his five children it was.

There I am, sluglike and drooling, unwilling to close my mouth until my first words arrived to me. “You were the kind of baby I could set down on a blanket and then come back three hours later and you hadn’t moved,” my mother tells me approvingly. “That’s how I knew you were a thinker.” There I am, held in a pair of black-sleeved arms, a white rectangular collar floating over my head, not like a halo at all, but like the first page of an open notebook.

My father in a tight, appalling sailor suit. My father dressed as a pro-life Dracula. My father wearing a Speedo at the lapping edge of a picturesque lake, between two buff buttocky dunes. “There’s no in-between with him, is there,” Jason says. “He’s either buck nude or he’s in a little outfit.”

My father propping my boneless, footie-pajamaed form up on the back of a chrome-and-lipstick motorcycle. My eyes full of unshed tears, because I am thinking of accidents and crashes, of the inherent dangers of going vroom-vroom. My father lying on his back and pretending to eat my cheeks, ears, hands. My father reclining spread-legged in the sunlight while terrier puppies romped over his lap.

“Is he wearing anything at all on his lower half?” Jason cries, as if in supplication to heaven.

“Underwear,” answers my mother, turning her head sideways and squinting. “Just … underwear.”

“You came out of that,” Jason says, indicating the white triangle at the center of a whirl of dog-fur. “That’s where you came from.” I close my eyes to shut out the image. I like to think I sprang from a head; I like to think the head was mine.

A picture of my father standing at the altar in a lamb-white robe, ready to accept an unseen blessing and enter his life as I have always known it: as an oddity, an impossibility, a contradiction in terms. Catholic priests, by definition, aren’t allowed to be married, but my father snuck past the definition while the dictionary was sleeping and was somehow ordained one anyway. An exception to the rules, before I even understood what the rules were. A human loophole, and I slipped through him into the world.

“Just look at him,” Jason says, with something approaching awe, all five of the journalistic Ws present in his eyes, plus a single shining H. But faith and my father taught me the same lesson: to live in the mystery, even to love it.

Some men are so larger-than-life that it’s impossible to imagine them days-old and diapered, but I’ve always found it the easiest thing in the world to see my father as a baby, lolling on his back in the middle of fresh sheets, smoking a fat cigar to congratulate himself on his own birth, stubbing out the cigar—with great style—in the face of his first teddy bear.

He suffered, or did not suffer, from congenital naughtiness. He was either the favorite child or else the sort of person who would claim to be the favorite child when he wasn’t. In even his earliest pictures, he grinned with the huge, hand-rubbing glee of a cartoon villain, as if he just watched the photographer trip and fall into an open sewer. His hair curled upward, dark and frizzed, like the smoke of an illegal bonfire. He was cherubic, satanic, dressed in scandalously short pants. Myopic in a way only I have inherited—even back then, his lenses were thicker than the glass in the popemobile. Propelled forward by his wants, which were enormous. When he was little, he used to creep into his mother’s cocktail parties and eat all the shrimps off the silver platters and then run away giggling. My grandmother would shake her pink fist, which generally gripped a gin and tonic. She would chase and try to catch him, but you can never catch my father. The element of surprise is forever on his side.

Instead of being fascinated by trains, as more orderly boys might have been, he was fascinated by cement mixers, whose job it was to perpetually stir.

I believe he itched against the way things were. I believe he grew toward heaven only because it was not possible to grow toward hell, inching taller and weedier to the Cincinnati sky. Before long, he had turned into a smirking teenage atheist, whose only religion was rock and roll, tight jeans, and making rude comments to authority figures. He played the guitar upside down and set off cherry bombs in the school toilets. He was the first boy in school to grow his hair—out in a cloud, not down to his shoulders—and when they tried to kick him out for it, he just laughed.

He first encountered my mother in 1968, when she was sent to his freshman algebra class on a hall monitor assignment. It has always given me considerable pleasure to imagine this scene. “Some people in this school,” my little mother might have announced, “are not disposing of their gum properly, and the rest of us are paying the price.” My father looked up from his desk and was thunderstruck. Like all contrarians, he felt a secret longing to live with the rules and to love them. He wanted to sleep tucked into the rulebook, where he would feel safe. She stood in the doorway of the classroom with her beautiful boundaries shining all around her—yes like a halo this time—and he decided he would marry her. He pursued her and he pestered her; he followed her home and threw rocks at her. He pelted a single question persistently at her window: will you marry me?

A picture of my mother holding my father’s hand, the very essence of oval-faced, madonna-blank loveliness, with something mischievous about her left canine. “Why did you say yes?” I ask her, but I already know the answer. My mother loves to argue, and love is the only argument you can win by saying yes.

“He was pretty bad at that time,” she reflects, “but I knew I would make him a Catholic eventually, because the really bad ones always convert sooner or later. The worst bad boy of all was St. Paul, and he fell off his horse and ended up in the Bible.”

I am long and fatally lapsed in the tradition, so the time I feel most Catholic is when I think about how many Irish people had to have sex before I became a statistical possibility. My mother was the last in a staggering line of them—the second of six children, raised up in a neighborhood that had a St. Something-or-Other on every corner, a handful of beads in her cardigan pocket. When it came to the athleticism of religion she was a natural. She didn’t have to think about it; her body thought for her. She crossed herself and folded her hands because those were the movements her body liked best, the way a hurdler’s likes best to leap. She said yes to my father, rejoicing in her heart that she had won the debate at last, and they stood at the altar together when they were just eighteen.

She attended church every Sunday, which my father thought was “just so damn hilarious.” He was not going to be shut up in small spaces and forced to do tricks on command. Instead, he joined the Navy and plunged into the ocean in that smallest and most obedient space of all: a nuclear submarine called the USS Flying Fish. And it was here, in the middle of perfect claustrophobia, that a moment of his life split open and spilled the nuclear green glow of infinity all over him, and became his origin story. It occurred during a late-night viewing of The Exorcist. The room was dark and that eerie, pea-soup light was pouring down, and all around him men in sailor suits were getting the bejesus scared  out of them, and the bejesus flew into my father like a dart into a bull’seye. He saw the little girl’s head spin around to consider the hidden half of things and his head spun around likewise. Over the course of that patrol, the men watched The Exorcist seventy-two times, and on the very next patrol, my father converted.

Put yourself in his place. You’re a drop of blood at the center of the ocean, which plays a tense soundtrack all night long, interspersed with bright blips of radar. Russians are trying to blow up capitalism and you’re surrounded by dolphins who know how to spy and the general atmosphere is one of cinematic suspense. All of a sudden you look up at a screen and see a possessed twelve-year-old with violent bedhead vomiting green chunks and backwards Latin. She’s so full of a demon that the only way to relieve her feelings is to have hate sex with a crucifix. You would convert too, I guarantee it.

Down in the amniotic sea, and ready to be born again. Later, he always called it “the deepest conversion on record,” which just goes to show we like a nice way of saying things.

When I think about his time in the Navy, there is a certain unreality about it, as there is with anything underwater. I picture a little toy submarine, sleek and bobbing in the bath, but I know there must have been more shape and dimension and metal guts to it than that. It must have been such a place to him. He must have had such affection for its physical workings, and such a private knowledge of them. When he fell down an open submarine hatch and broke his back, it must have been like falling down a channel of his own self—and when he felt the pain, he must have felt it in the whole ship, vastly and beyond him.

Rearranged in both body and beliefs, he returned home to my mother, who was wearing an I-told-you-so face so triumphant it was never able to return to its former configuration. He now counted  himself a Christian, and he disappeared for a few years into books and study. He could argue the numbers off a clock and the print off a newspaper, and now he argued himself into orthodoxy. He had decided he was meant for the Lutheran ministry. Why he chose Lutheranism I cannot say, but I suspect he was attracted to the glamour of its founder: a snout-faced man who spewed insults from every orifice and believed he had the power to fart away the devil.

My mother, not wishing to let Ireland down, now turned her attention to the all-consuming art of procreation. There are two facts of our ancestry she frequently mentions, believing they apply to me: my great-great-great-aunt was excommunicated from the Catholic Church for practicing witchcraft, and my great-grandmother was a corset model. The great-great-great-aunt was known far and wide for telling fortunes, administering potions, gazing deep into the eyes of potatoes, and just generally giving the pope a hard time. The great-grandmother who modeled corsets was spoken of in the same tone of disapproval, as if somehow they were in league with each other across centuries—this one stirring the cauldron, that one bouncing in slow motion through a field of daisies. No surprise at all, then, when I emerged from my own mother in the form of a tiny psychic covered with tits.

“An old soul,” said the nurse, but everyone saw through her tactful euphemism to the truth: I was a sport, an abomination, a monstrous hybrid of high and low. A voluptuous scent of sulfur attended me. I rolled toward the doctor and made an obscene gesture that no one had ever seen before.

“She looks just like me,” my father said.

My parents joined hands and named me after a nun in an attempt to alter the course of my destiny, but there was no turning back and they knew it. The nurse covered me with ink and stamped me.

We all lived together in a trailer while my father dove into his books and stayed under, under, until finally he was ready to be ordained. He put on his first white collar, which it would be my mother’s responsibility for the rest of their marriage to keep clean, and we moved from the trailer into a parsonage. If I have any memories of this time, they are of castle walls and chocolate-brown pews and bright banners hanging in high places. Lutherans have a passion for banners that approaches the erotic. They are never happier than when they are scissoring big purple grapes out of felt and gluing them onto other felt. I can picture a few members of the congregation, who were square-faced and blue-eyed and gently brimming with pie filling. I also recall consuming an enormous quantity and variety of mayonnaise salads, which Lutherans loved and excelled at making. If Jesus himself appeared in their midst and said, “Eat my body,” they would first slather mayonnaise all over him.

Against this pastoral, God-fearing backdrop, I exhibited my first signs of blasphemy. At a funeral in that solemn, banner-hung church, I turned to my mother and demanded, “WHERE’S YA NIPPLE, MOMMY?” She clapped a hand over my mouth and carried me out amid a loud chorus of Lutheran gasps. I could not see why. My yearning for the invisible was just as legitimate as theirs. It would not be the last time I tried to locate a nipple in church, but it would be the last time I announced it.

They were homey people, but somehow my father was not at home among them. The sermons he gave stretched themselves more and more away from Martin Luther and toward something else, but at that point, only my mother knew what it was. My father, she knew, was becoming Catholic. He was tired of grape juice. He wanted wine.

Here is how it works: when a married minister of another faith converts to Catholicism, he can apply to Rome for a dispensation to become a married Catholic priest. He is allowed, yes, to keep his wife. He is even allowed to keep his children, no matter how bad they might be. The Vatican must review his case and declare the man fit for duty. (My father’s paperwork was approved by Joseph Ratzinger, later to take the name Pope Benedict XVI, later to resign the papacy and become an enigma in fine elfin shoes wandering through private gardens, his eyes among the bushes like unblinking black roses.) Once he has received this approval, the man can enter training for the priesthood and be ordained, but only after every member of his immediate family passes the Psychopath Test.

At his ordination, he lay flat on the floor, and I felt a moment of brief concern that someone was going to stomp on him. The ceremony lasted as long as what it promised us: an eternity. I was wearing my itchiest dress, the color of bad weather, and I wriggled in my seat the entire time, which later came to seem significant. My mother sat next to me, and I understood that she was what made him different from the other priests, and that I was what made him different from the other priests. After it was all over, everyone had to call him Father, but I called him that anyway, so it made no difference to me. All fathers believe they are God, and I took it for granted that my father especially believed it.

There was always a certain stoniness to his pronouncements, as if he had come down off the mountaintop holding tablets, even when he was saying things like “GAD” and “NAW” and “JIMINY CHRISTMAS.” I inherited this too, and I thank him for it.

My father’s head appears in the doorway like a planet of much higher density than ours. Tucked under his arm is a thick book about false popes, of which there must have been a great many. Our glasses flint and flash against each other, shortsightedness against shortsightedness, and I regard him with a complex fondness. I remember a sermon he once gave about me called “The Prodigal Daughter,” soon after I first ran away with Jason at the age of nineteen. I had returned for a brief visit and was singing cantor with my older sister in a side alcove of the church, next to the wheezing old organ and a choir of votive candles. I listened with my head bent down—I have memorized the floors in all my father’s churches. The sermon was about me being the bad pig-keeping son who runs away from home and then has to oink back on all fours when his money runs out. At the time my reaction alternated between embarrassment and amusement, but now I see it must have been prophetic. All these years I have been tending the pigs of liberalism, agnosticism, poetry, fornication, cussing, salad-eating, and wanting to visit Europe, but I am back home now, and the pigs can’t come with me.

My father greets us with his usual largesse, disparages the president in passing, expresses a belief that the Cincinnati Bengals are going to “win it all this season,” yells out “Hoooo-eee!” for no particular reason, tells my mother to wash a jumbo load of his underwear, and then pops back into the kitchen and begins to cook one pound of bacon.

“Dad,” I call to him, “did you ever take this test Mom was telling us about?”

“I took it twice,” he answers. “The first time I got angry, because they asked every question four different ways, trying to mess you up. So I resented it, and I answered every question wrong on purpose, and it came back that I was one hundred percent a psychopath.”

“And the second time?” I venture.

“Oh, the second time I just took it normally.”

My mother nods along to this shocking confession with a “hell yeah” expression on her face. An overwhelming feeling of Who ARE these people? washes over me, but in fact I know exactly who they are, and they make more immediate sense to me than people who grew up going to the ballet and getting The New York Times on Sunday and passing personality tests with flying colors. The sizzling scent of my former life wafts out from the kitchen, and I breathe it along with the air.

A book doesn’t ask to begin, any more than a baby asks to be born. But still, best to begin at the beginning.




[image: Penguin walking logo]


1

MEETING OF THE MINDS

At nineteen, I ought to have been in college along with the rest of my high school class, gaining fifteen pounds of knowledge and bursting the sweatpants of my ignorance. What else did people do there? Changed their names to Patchouli, became vegetarians, grew out their leg hair for the first time, got so caught up in their studies of ancient Greece that they murdered a farmer while worshipping the grape-god in the countryside. It seemed the very act of stacking boxes in a secondhand car and driving away with your childhood home in the rearview allowed you to be born again in whatever form you chose, and I could hardly wait. I had applied and been accepted, and was all set to start attending a Great Books college in the winter of 2001, but the night before Christmas—two weeks before I was supposed to depart for Annapolis—my father called me into his study for a talk.

The orotund, indignant sound of Rush Limbaugh was blasting from a radio in the corner, and the drunken leprechaun sound of Bill O’Reilly was blasting from the television. It was my father’s pleasure to listen to the two men simultaneously, while emitting the occasional “hoo-HOO” of agreement. He was wearing his most formal boxer shorts, the ones you could almost not see through. He patted a spot next to him on the overstuffed leather sofa. (It was one of his personal commandments that a couch must absolutely always be made of leather. If your couch was made of chintz or something, go live on Fairy Island.) I sat down, averting my eyes, staring past the curve of his cheek and out the window, where the upper feathers of a pillowfight swirled between us and the school next door.

“We can’t do it, Bit,” he said, shaking his curly head kindly, as if it couldn’t be helped. “The money just isn’t there,” he explained, which made me think of a smoke-and-mirrors trick: poof, and the pile of money is gone, the pile of textbooks, the pile of bricks that would have been college.

“Okay,” I said, automatic, from a body that didn’t seem to be mine. I didn’t ask a single question. When I remember this, the urge to fly back and shake my young self by the shoulders shakes my present self to the point of pain. What I knew about the world was from books; what I did not know about the world is that there are ways, there are ways in, through, above, and around it. I accepted the statement as a mountain, a fact on the face of the earth—as final as if he had told me I would not be going to heaven. Suddenly out the window, the pillowfight ceased and the snow flew in long white strikeouts.

“Of course,” I thought, actually blushing at my stupidity. There was a reason we hadn’t bought any supplies, any notebooks or highlighters or beanbag chairs for my dorm room. There was a reason I didn’t have a framed poster of The Kiss or The Starry Night all ready to hang—or at the very least one of Francis Bacon’s screaming popes, to remember the family by. There was a reason my mother changed the subject when I brought up my departure, now one day nearer, now one more. The entire East Coast began to float out to sea. The chamber behind my eyes felt hot. I thought, “Why would I ever think I could go.”

The same thing had happened to my older sister, Christina, who had a soprano so lovely it sounded like the pure concentrate of a hymn. She had planned to study singing at Washington University in St. Louis but had had to drop out at the last minute, for reasons that remained foggy and unexplained. Something about a FAFSA, something about my mother’s inability to ever file our taxes on time. Perhaps she had been called in for a similar talk and had accepted the verdict without question. A brief, tumultuous year later, she was married. But somehow, even after all that, I had not foreseen it happening to me.

My father’s left hand dangled in a green Tupperware bowl full of homemade pickles, which were the only vegetables he ever ate willingly. The bowl was gargantuan, easily large enough to baptize the infant Taft. He lifted one transparent circle out of it, set it on his tongue, and crunched happily. The signs of his consecration were everywhere.

I lingered a bit longer, in a room filled with gleaming guitars on stands, candy-apple red, spruce green, lake blue and carapace black. They wailed a little in the silence. Soon he would acquire another guitar, more costly than all of these, a lefty that had originally been made for Paul McCartney. When Paul decided he didn’t want it, my father snapped it up and showed it to us with the lavish, loving gaze he reserved for colorful, well-oiled, and obedient machines. Later, I would take a detached literary pleasure in the notion that higher education had been unwittingly robbed from me by a Beatle.

Adrift, I moved from the rectory of my father’s church in Cincinnati to the abandoned convent next door. The convent looked out on a petroleum plant, and just beyond that, the polluted, hellbender-colored Ohio River. The sisters had fled long ago and now the building was used for church business during the daytime; I heard the ceaseless counting of collections while I hid upstairs reading books on an old futon. But when the sun sank down and was replaced by an artificial orange somehow brighter than daylight, I tiptoed downstairs and took refuge in a place of living, moving, breathing text, a book that continually wrote itself: the internet.

The room had the scent of office supplies. Stacks of paper, adding machines, cups of pens, a folding table that stretched across a whole wall. In the corners were the narrow starved bookcases you see in church places, that have never held a copy of Jane Eyre. Often there would be a pewter medal of the Virgin lying forgotten in the dust of one shelf, like pennies in other houses. The scene was familiar, but there was a difference now. There was a portal in the corner and I could reach my hand in and get any information I wanted.

I sat in the computer chair and spun myself around once, twice: the child’s gesture of sudden and unsupervised freedom. Across the front lawn I saw blacktop, then the road, then the train tracks, then the tanks, then the river, then Kentucky. It looked like the seamed side of something—of the country, of industry, of American progress. Old modes of communication raced across the view, old ways of eating the miles. I turned the computer on and listened to the tower rev and wheeze. The monitor was capacious enough to hold a human head. I lifted my hands to the keyboard and opened up a window. I took a breath and eliminated the distance between two points.

“I wrote a poem today,” I typed to Jason, a total stranger who lived in Fort Collins, Colorado. We had met by chance, on a bulletin board devoted to the discussion of poetry, and were now in the grip of a fevered correspondence. “It’s about Billie Holiday giving herself an abortion in a hot bath.”

“I wrote a poem today too,” he responded, not five minutes later. “It’s about the splendor and the majesty of the tetons.”

The feeling of getting an email! As if the ghost of a passenger pigeon had flown into your home and delivered it directly into your head, so swooping and unexpected and feathered was the feeling. How suddenly full you felt of white vapor. How you set your fingers on the keyboard to write back, and your fingers disappeared almost up to the first knuckle in those clattering beige keys—so much more satisfying than the shallow keys that came later, or the touchscreens that came even after that. The story of any courtship is one of ephemera, dead vehicles, outdated technology. Name cards, canoes, pagers. The roller rink, telegrams, mixtapes. Radio dedications. The drive-in. Hotmail dot com.

“Send me yours,” I wrote him, at the exact moment he responded to tell me to send him mine.

Most of my poems were about mermaids losing their virginity to Jesus (metaphor), and most of his poems were about the majesty of canyons, arroyos, and mesas. The West had infected him with some sort of landscape mania—these were essentially poems a cartoon roadrunner would write, after retiring from a career of anarchy. He had, however, written one good image, which stays with me even now: “the milk bottles burst like scared chickens.” It might strike you as irresponsible, to fall in love on the strength of one image about chickens bursting, but this was a different time. I didn’t even know what he looked like. He was under the mistaken impression that I was “fifty years old and Latina.” We were all made up of words.

We progressed from typing to the phone. I would lie on my back on the floor of the convent with my bare feet up against the wall, and talk quietly so as not to disturb the shapes of the absent nuns, which still seemed to flock in their black-and-white forms through the rooms. It surprises me sometimes to think that I was never frightened to sleep there alone, but then I remember that I stayed up in the glow all night talking. Sometimes I would doze off for a minute and wake to a seeming sunrise out the window, trumpets and banners and streaming incandescence, but no, it was only that cloud of radioactivity across the street. When I woke, either his voice or his silence was still going on the other end. And then deep in the valley between two hours, a train would roar and rumble: wheels could roll away from these places, wheels did.

We had certain things in common. His father was a Baptist preacher who was saved after a dream about flying an airplane over a landscape of erupting volcanoes. A wall of flame appeared in front of him and he opened the door and jumped. He felt himself drifting softly, safely, toward earth and he looked up and saw that Jesus had him by the hands and was using his own sacred body to parachute him down. This seems like a specifically Baptist dream. Catholic dreams haven’t caught up to airplanes yet. The dream that converts a Catholic is more likely to take place in a medieval prison, or on a slave ship in the days of Ben-Hur, or in a sinister outhouse filled with red light.

 After his father converted, he went to Bible school and became a missionary in Southeast Asia. That meant Jason was born in Thailand, among the splash of flowers, clear water and caressing air, the rainbow all fallen out of its stripes. It was like living at the firm center of a fruit. He loved it there. He ran around wearing a diaper and no shirt, much to the curiosity of the Thai babies, who wore shirts and no diapers. He had the same birthday as the king, and every year there was a parade of elephants, and every year his parents said it was for him. When he found out the truth, he turned his back on kings forever. He clenched his small fist, bellowed his rage to the heavens, and resolved to never again recognize the authority of any man on earth.

Catholicism, he saw at once, had more kings than he could ever keep track of. “What did those people teach you?” he asked me one night, mystified. “What exactly do Catholics believe?”

I’d been preparing my whole life for this question. “First of all, blood. BLOOD. Second of all, thorns. Third of all, put dirt on your forehead. Do it right now. Fourth of all, Martin Luther was a pig in a cloak. Fifth of all, Jesus is alive, but he’s also dead, and he’s also immortal, but he’s also made of clouds, and his face is a picture of infinite peace, but he also always looks like one of those men in a headache commercial, because you’re causing him so much suffering whenever you cuss. He is so gentle that sheep seem like demented murderers in his presence, but also rays of sunlight shoot out of his face so hard they can kill people. In fact they do kill people, and one day they will kill you. He has a tattoo of a daisy on his lower back and he gets his hair permed every eight weeks. He’s wearing a flowing white dress, but only because people didn’t know about jeans back then. He’s holding up two fingers because his dad won’t let him have a gun. If he lived on earth, he would have a white truck, plastered with bumper stickers of Calvin peeing on a smaller Calvin who is not a Catholic.”

Jason was aghast. “Thorns?” he whispered. “But that’s the most dangerous part of the rose.”

Mostly, though, we talked about things we liked. All the things we liked and listened to and read fanned out behind us like peacock plumage—or the bursting milk of scared chickens, I guess. We were composed of conversation, so it didn’t matter where our hands and lips and heads were. The legs we walked on were the long and shifting lists of what we loved, what we had discovered, what we could not live without.

Writers like being bodiless. Two people who have collectively lived in twenty different cities across the world don’t consider their feet rooted to any particular ground. As we talked, the shape of a future gradually resolved. He would drive out to meet me in Ohio. I would return with him to Colorado. I had visited a place in Colorado once called Purgatory, and now I intended to see the rest. I am not sure why it was so fast, so extreme, so precipitate, but nothing less would have worked. A cliff had presented itself as we were walking along together, and it called for a leap.

Had I really thought it through? you ask. Ridiculous question. I had never really thought anything through, except perhaps Wallace Stevens’ “Anecdote of the Jar”—a poem about the landscape licking up to a portal, in love. Were we crazy? We were nineteen.

I knew if I told my parents I wanted to move to Colorado with someone I had never met, they would figure out a way to stop me, so I decided to begin by telling them only that I was meeting a boy from the internet. Even this was a delicate proposition. It was 2002, and back then, everyone believed the internet was a country where murderers lived. “He’s from the poetry internet,” I reassured them, “where everyone just argues about sonnets all the time, and whether endings are Earned,” but it didn’t seem to penetrate.

“Who knows what a freak might do,” my mother hissed, which sounded almost like a philosophical koan. Who DOES know what a freak might do. Could God make a freak so big even he didn’t know what it might do?

“Tricia, I’ve built computers,” my father said. “I’ve built computers with my bare hands. These guys get on the web …”

“What they want to do is cyber,” my mother broke in. “They’ll tell you anything, if it means they get to cyber.” I took a moment to wonder what constituted my mother’s understanding of “cybering.” Hackers in black leather gloves, giving each other handjobs in space, while glowing green numbers streamed through the air?

“They’ll tell you they live in Tucson when they live in Pittsburgh. He says his name is Jack, but actually it’s Dave.”

“And he’ll kill you,” my mother said, making what she considered to be a logical leap. “He’ll do it without a second thought, and we’ll read all about your body in the newspaper.”

“What a tangled web, bay-bee,” my father sighed, shaking his head. “What a tangled web we weave.”

We were standing in a triangle in the living room of the St. Vincent de Paul rectory, which was so ancient, stony, and capacious it had actually been used as a stop on the Underground Railroad. The river waited a sprint away, ready to carry or be crossed, and the house itself was rumored to be full of secret passages, which my siblings and I were too stupid to find. The drama of the scene ought to have been tense and throbbing, but it was undercut somewhat by my mother’s decorating, which ran heavily to bowls of gold balls. Still, we played our parts: every once in a while my father would bang down his fist while looking patriarchal, and my mother would turn to stare out the window while looking powerless, which contributed to the overall impression that we were participating in a Tennessee Williams play where “the internet” was being used as code for “homosexuality.”

“Why should I trust the internet?” my mother asked. “It gets into my house and I don’t know how.”

“Well, so does electricity,” I pointed out.

“Which has fried many children in its day,” she said significantly. “Put your finger in the wrong hole and face the consequences.”

“What your mother is trying to say,” my father interrupted, “is that if you go through with this, anything could happen to you, anything at all.”

My heart caught the air like a parachute—if I looked up, I knew I might see Jesus, spiriting me away to another place. Why else would I be doing it?

Only my little sister, Mary, dribbling a soccer ball in and out of the room as we talked, seemed unconcerned. “We are the ones who are not normal,” she said as she passed, her shin guards flashing. “How bad can a guy named Jason be?”

“I am so much more likely to murder him,” I said, trying to put their minds at ease. “He wouldn’t even see it coming. I would wait till he was asleep …”

“I did not raise you to murder,” said my mother. “Others, however …”

“He’s from Colorado, Mom. All people do in Colorado is get high, think about the mountains, and try to feel their white dreads growing.”

“If he has dreads I will put my foot down,” she declared. “You know how I feel. It’s not a mistake that it is called a Dread.”

“Disintegration of the family unit!” my father shouted, apropos of nothing—I suspected he hadn’t really been listening—and then disappeared upstairs to fondle his guns and drink cream liqueurs in secret, which was his way of dealing with grief. I fled back over to my room at the convent and began to bundle up my worldly possessions, which included eight androgynous sweaters; two pairs of cascading jeans; various immortal manuscripts, no longer extant; a selection of electronic music that sounded like robots making up their own religion from scratch; four hundred books I needed to live; and deodorant.

Nuns pass their time in a hopeful way, waiting for the man who might be good. On the morning Jason was due to arrive, I woke early, showered, dressed, sat cross-legged on my uncomfortable futon, and joined in their tradition. Above the ambient sound of the tank farm came the crunch of a car rolling up the steep entrance of the parking lot. I took a moment to compose myself and then walked out to meet him. He emerged from his seafoam-green Mercury Mystique—the car NO woman can resist—and waved a shy hello. There was something in the composition of his face that meant he could never look angry; the proportions didn’t allow for it. He had the small, neat, unjudgmental ears of a teddy bear. He unfolded his long arms and legs as he walked, until he stood as straight and easy as a set of chimes, and when he reached the bottom step he took my hand. “The woman in my dream!” he gasped, before he said anything else. He had dreamed of me the year before, when he lived by himself in an apartment in St. Petersburg, Florida, overlooking the water. “You were a witch or something, very beautiful but also very evil, and I never forgot your face.” The romance could not have begun any other way.

My father, who has a sixth sense for other cars driving onto his property, exploded in slow motion out the door of the rectory and toddled over to us with as much speed as he could muster. “Gimme your license!” he yelled to Jason. “I got cop friends!” Jason obligingly handed over his license, and my father took it away to have it checked, or just to stand with it inside for a threatening period of time while watching us from behind the gold drapes.

“Do you have a criminal record?” I asked him. It had never occurred to me to wonder. I had never even run a stop sign, or stolen a lipstick, or torn one of those tags off a mattress. I realized for the first time that I knew very few facts about him, only feelings.

He cocked his head to one side. “No, but the FBI once barged through my front door when I was fifteen years old because they thought I was a genius hacker.”

I remembered the leather gloves and the streaming green numbers, and the sound of the word “cyber” in my mother’s mouth. “WERE you a genius hacker?”

“No, but one of my friends was. He had been stealing people’s credit card information and using it to buy climbing gear. When they caught him, he gave them my name.”

“That’s the most Colorado crime I’ve ever heard of.”

“He works at MIT now. Anyway, they took my computer away and searched it and found nothing but hundreds of guitar tab websites.”

“Your secret shame!”

“When they burst in shouting, ‘WE KNOW WHAT YOU’VE BEEN DOING!’ I thought, ‘Oh my god, the feds know I’ve been trying to learn the chord progression to “American Pie” for months now.’ ”

My father strode back across the blacktop twenty minutes later and returned the license to him with the news that he was all clear. We stood there looking at each other for a minute. I asked my father if we were allowed to go for a drive and he said guardedly that we were, but that we had to return to the rectory in an hour so we could hold a family council. If we had been a truly rebellious teen couple, we would have fled the city limits right then, but our “family councils” were such breathtaking spectacles that I thought it would be better to let Jason witness one before he was tied to me for eternity. Dad turned on his heel—the Achilles had been bothering him for a long time—and left us alone together.

“Here, I’ll show you around the convent,” I said, not shy exactly, but feeling new.

The appearance of it seemed to confuse him. “I thought it would be like the one in Sister Act,” he said, squinting, “where the nuns sang all day and were girlfriends at night. This is just a regular house.” Perhaps it was the mental image of that towering and gargoyled place that had led him to suspect I was locked up in here, somehow, that I could not leave whenever I wanted, though I had never told him anything of the kind.

We tiptoed upstairs to my spartan little room. When we kissed, perhaps because we had so many teeth, it was exactly like two birdcages touching together. We laughed quietly, almost into each other’s mouths, and slipped out again to explore the neighborhood. Conspiracy had arrived to us, whole, intact, and just large enough for two people.

An hour later, we convened again in the living room. My father sat in a brocade chair, as richly embroidered as the Sun King’s underwear. He adopted his most lordly and intimidating position, with his thighs spread so wide it seemed like there might be a gateway to another dimension between them. Jason unconsciously adopted this position also. A person looking down from space might have thought they were having a squat contest.

My mother and I sat next to each other on the couch, leaning into the softness of each other’s shoulders, and watched the interrogation. She has ultimate trust in tall men, and Jason was six-two with two additional inches of millennial hair, so she no longer suspected he might be a murderer. “He seems so … calm,” she told me in an undertone. “Maybe too calm.” Indeed, his eyes looked like lotto balls floating on currents of air, and he exuded the trippy peacefulness of a psychoactive toad. He never wasted a movement, and exhaled quiet wafts of new age music. He seemed to actually soothe all people within a six-foot radius of him. I had never been so intrigued.

“Do you think he’s sick?” she asked. We contemplated him in unison. My father was asking him what he was going to do with his life, and Jason appeared to be answering that he was the lizard king, who slept in a pyramid every night and meditated by counting all the grains of sand in the universe.

“He probably just needs some iced tea,” I said.

“We should get some dinner,” said my mother, who believed if you stuffed people’s faces full enough, they would stop arguing with each other. “Let’s go out to Don Pablo’s and talk. We can continue the family council there.” Don Pablo’s was a fake Mexican restaurant that prided itself on the sizzlingness of its food. Why would you want food that sizzled only a little bit, when you could have food that sizzled so loud it sounded like the screaming of souls in hell? “Greg? Do you want to go to Don Pablo’s?”

My father’s face lit up at the suggestion, but then he turned wary. Was my mother trying to use food to trick him into accepting a chat-room bastard into his family? Don’t even try it, woman. “Let me just … get ready … for the meal,” he said craftily, and then came downstairs with a gun tucked into his priest pants.

We climbed into the car and began to drive down River Road. “Put on your seat belt, Greg,” my mother said automatically—the latest sally in a war that had lasted the whole duration of their marriage.

My father has never willingly put on a seat belt in his life. He has always found the very idea of “safety” to be ridiculous. Why would he ever want to be safe? What was he, a little girl? A miniature woman? A babylady? John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, huge hairy Samson from the Bible—those men didn’t wear seat belts. If they needed a seat belt, they tore off a man’s arm and laid it across their lap.

“No!” he shouted. Like all men of enormous personal appetites, he loved to shout the word “no” at other people.

“If we get in an accident, you will go headfirst through the window and your children will wake up tomorrow morning without a father.”

“Sounds like a personal problem,” he said, and chuckled quietly to himself. “Sounds like a personal problem” was one of his stock responses, along with “What’s this ‘we’ business, white man?” He used each of them about a dozen times a day; they never lost their freshness or their wide applicability.

 He took a moment to savor the seat belt victory, then turned back to Jason and glared. “If you try anything at the Don Pablo’s, you’ll have to answer to me,” he told him, and tapped the gun.

I’m not sure why I chose this moment to inform him of our actual intentions. Perhaps it was the same instinct that had once caused me to throw a lit firecracker directly at the face of my sister Mary while yelling, “GET OUT OF THE WAY!” It wasn’t the imp of the perverse, exactly. It was just knee-jerk panic.

I asked my body whether it was brave. It said no, but I forged on anyway, filling my lungs and straightening up in my seat. “Mom, Dad, I have to tell you something. I’m going back to Colorado with Jason.”

“NAW!” my father erupted, louder than I had ever heard him. The problems with me going to Colorado were too many to name. For starters, that was where all the hippies lived. My mother said nothing, but she closed her eyes briefly, having a blood-red vision of Colorado legalizing marijuana ten years in the future.

“Colorado?” she repeated. “But where will you live?”

“Oh, we’ll live with my roommates,” Jason said. “We have a house in Fort Collins.” The only thing I knew about these boys was that they ate steak every day and were in a terrible band called Flush. They had tried out a lot of names, Jason told me, but when they hit on Flush, they knew it was the one. Since we had just emerged from the great golden age of toilet bands, this
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