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Into my heart an air that kills
From yon far country blows:

What are those blue remembered hills,
What spires, what farms are those?




That is the land of lost content,

I see it shining plain,

The happy highways where I went

And cannot come again.

— A. E. Housman




        Author’s Note

        Although some of the events and places
            depicted in this novel bear a similarity to those in my own life, the characters all
            strolled out of my imagination. My wife Anne, for example, does not in the least
            resemble Andre Parent’s spouse. As Evelyn Waugh wrote in a similar context,
                I am not I: thou art not he or she: they are not they.

        P. T.

    
ONE

Altar Boy

1

I was born poor in rich America, yet my secret instincts were better than money and were for me a source of power. I had advantages that no one could take away from me – a clear memory and brilliant dreams and a knack for knowing when I was happy.

I was at my happiest leading two lives, and it was a satisfaction to me that the second one – of the dreamer or the sneak – I kept hidden. That was how I spent my first fifteen years. Fifteen was young then and I knew this: The poor don’t belong. But one summer out of loneliness or impatience my second self did more than wake and watch, and more than remember. He began to see like a historian, and he acted. I have to save my life, I used to think.

Early that summer I was walking down a lovely crumbling little street lined with elms, called Brookview Road. The city of Boston, with its two tall buildings, was visible from one end of the road looking east along the Fellsway. The brook was a shallow ditch at the other end of the road, where the Italian families had tomato gardens. There were rats in the ditch, but it was a pretty part of town in June when the wineglass elms were heavy with leaves.

It was a perfect day of blue sky and the hot summer hum of insects, which made a sound like the temperature rising. I had my rifle over my shoulder – a Mossberg twenty-two – as I passed Tina Spector’s house. She was sitting on her piazza, which was our word for porch. I had planned it this way.

She said, ‘Hey, Andy, where are you going with that gun?’

‘Church,’ I said.

‘It’s Tuesday!’

‘But I’ve got a funeral.’

I was still walking, and now Tina started off the piazza towards me. I knew she would: it was part of my plan.

‘How come you’re bringing your gun to church?’

‘Target practice, up the Sandpits,’ I said. ‘After.’

She said, ‘My mother can’t stand guns.’

Everybody said that. I kept walking.

‘And you’re not even sixteen,’ she said.

I could feel the warm pressure of her eyes on the back of my neck.

She said, ‘Can I come with you?’

‘Okay,’ I said, probably too eagerly – but I didn’t want her to change her mind. I had planned to agree very slowly and reluctantly. I had blurted it out, because I was so glad she had asked. The thought of being alone with Tina in the Sandpits on a hot summer afternoon was very erotic, and having my rifle with me made it still more erotic, for a reason I could not explain. I did not know what erotic meant; wicked was the word that went through my head.

‘Meet me outside St Ray’s.’

‘My mother doesn’t want me near that church.’

Her mother was a non-Catholic.

‘What’s in that bag?’ she asked – she was still following me, three steps behind.

‘Ammo,’ I said. ‘Bullets.’

That was a lie. My cartridges were in my pocket. In my bag I had a starched surplice – a white smock with starched sleeves and a stiff plastic collar. I was an altar boy, on my way to serve at a funeral.

I heard her sneakers crunch behind me. I knew she had stopped but I didn’t look around.

‘See you later,’ she said.

‘Okay,’ I said.

We were both fifteen years old. I did not know whether she would be waiting for me. Things always happened suddenly, without much warning. Some days nothing happened and other days everything.

The rule at St Raphael’s – St Ray’s – was that if you served at three funerals you got a wedding as a reward. Funerals were gloomy, and it was an elderly parish, so there was plenty of them. But there was money in a wedding. The altar boys usually got two dollars, and the priest got ten. The money was handed over by the best man or the bride’s father. It was always in a white envelope, always in the sacristy. ‘Here you are,’ they’d say to us, and then turning to the priest, ‘This is for you, Father.’

‘God bless you,' the priest would say, as he folded the envelope into his vestments. Meanwhile we were tearing ours open.

There was no money in funerals, and it could be terrible, especially if it was Italians – the shouts and nose-blowings of big competitive families, and the loud abrupt sobbing, or ‘No!’ or the screaming of the dead person’s name. ‘Salveeeeee!’

I unslung my Mossberg and held it muzzle down, walking stiff-legged to conceal it. I sneaked into the sacristy and saw Chicky DePalma pulling on his cassock.

‘I hosey the bells,’ he said, before I could speak. Ringing the bells at the consecration was considered one of the enjoyable duties of an altar boy, and the boy who rang the bells also got to hold the plate at the communion. That was a flat gold pan that was placed under a person’s chin to catch any falling flecks of the consecrated host.

Chicky had started buttoning his cassock – a finicky job, thirty buttons or more.

‘Hey, shit-face, you’re not supposed to bring guns into a church!’

He fought the buttons with his big fingers.

‘It’s not loaded. And I took the bolt out.’

‘It’s still a gun! It could go off, asshole!’

‘You don’t know shit about guns,’ I said. ‘Anyway, this is the sacristy.’

The sacristy was a safe place – not sacred, but a sort of neutral area, like a lobby where we altar boys met and waited until it was time for mass. In the mean time we were growing up. Whenever a priest tried to explain what Limbo or Purgatory was I thought of the sacristy. Who would know if there was a gun here?

I slipped the Mossberg into the closet behind the hanging cassocks, and then looked for a cassock my size.

Chicky said, ‘I saw you with Specks.’

‘She was following me.' I decided not to tell him I was taking her to the Sandpits – he would laugh or else mock me.

‘Her sister got knocked up – she had to get married.’ Chicky was now working his arms into his surplice – it was pure white and pleated, and fringed with lace. Italians always had the best surplices, because of their mothers; and they even brought them on hangers. ‘She was a real tramp. She once took on six guys. She used to give hand-jobs. She let Moochie eat her out.’

‘Quit it,’ I said.

‘You fairy,' Chicky said, and smoothed his surplice in the mirror. ‘I was making out last night. I’m not going to say with who. After about two seconds she was letting me have bare tit. I was really getting her hot.’

‘I’ll bet you weren’t,' I said, to encourage him. I was eager for more. I buttoned my cassock and pretended I wasn’t listening.

‘He doesn’t believe me,' he said, in a confident way, and then teased me with silence.

‘How did you know?’ I whispered, looking around. The priest had still not arrived, although the vestments were out, folded neatly on top of the altar-like cabinet, the stacks of linens and the bright chasuble, and his cope, his cincture and stole.

He said, ‘I could feel it.’

I was staring at him, holding the skirt of my cassock.

He said, ‘When a girl gets hot her hole gets bigger.’

I could picture this very distinctly, the dark opening and the way it widened in a round welcoming way. My mouth was very dry. No one had ever said those words to me before, but it made perfect sense.

Chicky was fixing his plastic collar – twisting it to fasten the collar button into it.

‘She was really hot,’ he said. ‘I got three fingers into her.’

The sun was streaming through the stained-glass window over the vestments, and the alb and the white linens blazed. The sacristy was warm and smelled of floor polish and soft candle-wax.

‘Who was it?’

Now I had my cassock and surplice on, and I was tying the black bow in front of my collar. It was impossible for me to hide my fascination with what he had told me.

He grinned to tease me with another delay, and then he said, ‘Magoo.’

It was a girl named Eloise McGonagle, but no one called her anything but Magoo.

Chicky was still grinning, but now his lips were purple. He held out a bottle of mass wine and said in a man-of-the-world way, ‘Want a swig?’

I tried not to look shocked. It was not that he was drinking mass wine – I had seen him do that before, and had even had some myself – but rather that he was doing it so near to the time the priest was to arrive. His tongue was purple, he had a purple moustache. He sloshed the wine in the bottle and said, ‘Go ahead.’ His face was Italian yellow, he had long eyelashes and a birthmark like a bruise on his cheek. When he smiled he looked like a monkey.

I took a swig. It tasted harsh and bitter – it tasted dreadful. I had another. It tasted even worse.

‘Have one of these,’ Chicky said.

He was holding out a handful of communion wafers, small papery discs, and some spilled to the floor as he offered them.

‘They’re not consecrated, so what the fuck,' he said recklessly and stuffed the hosts into his mouth.

Just then the priest came in, walking fast.

‘In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost,’ the priest said, blessing himself as he strode from the sacristy door to the sideboard where the vestments were neatly folded, and there he genuflected.

‘Let us pray,’ he said, and paused before he added, ‘for the conversion of Russia.’

His face seemed to swell up when he closed his eyes to pray. He murmured – the little whimpers that suggested that the prayers were for a lost cause – and Chicky gulped down the last of the hosts and made a face that said, ‘Who’s this dink?’, which was a remark he often made.

‘Amen,’ the priest said, and began the slow business of putting on his vestments, murmuring more prayers and kissing each garment before wrapping it around himself.

I had never seen him before, and I knew at once he was unlike any of the other priests at St Ray‘s. The Pastor was white-haired and tall and had a stern chalky forehead and small pitiless eyes and pale lips; and the other priests – Father Skerrit, Father Hanratty and Father Flynn – were young, thin and Irish. They had knobby joints and large Adam’s apples and the popping eyes that usually go with them, and blush blotches on their cheeks. They smelled of clean laundry and talcum powder; the Pastor had no smell at all.

But Father Furty (I saw his name in the mass list on the sacristy wall) was a big man – thick arms and an overhanging belly – and although not old he had greyish hair cut very short in a sort of Julius Caesar style. He was bottle-nosed and had a meaty face and sausagey fingers. I could tell he was strong – the way he filled his vestments, the way his loafers squeaked. That was another thing: I had never seen a priest wear anything as sporty as loafers – and to a funeral!

He seemed unusual, but I could not figure out what it was about him that made him different. Then I realized what it was: he was human. He looked like a normal man. He was a man in a priest’s clothes. I had never thought of priests as men before – and I had certainly never thought of nuns as women.

He smiled at me and said, ‘Yoomit.’ He took a hanky out of his sleeve and wiped the perspiration from his face.

It was a moment before I knew he meant humid.

He said, ‘You guys better light some charcoal. This is a requiem mass.’

He said ‘guys’ and ‘requiem’ in the same way, out of the side of his mouth. For some reason I felt he had been in the navy – he certainly looked more like a sailor than a priest, and perhaps for that reason I found him a reassuring priest.

Chicky and I brought the thurible on to the lawn outside the sacristy and put a match to the charcoal disc. The cross on it fizzed and then we took turns swinging it around until the disc was fiercely alight.

This, like ringing the bells, was another enjoyable routine of being an altar boy. During the mass the priest would sprinkle incense on to the glowing charcoal and a powerful and pungent odour would be released in billows.

I had never questioned being an altar boy. It was something that was expected and inevitable when a boy turned eleven. It was part of being a Catholic boy – an honour and a duty. And becoming a priest was also a possibility. ‘You might have a vocation,’ my mother used to say. I hoped I did not have a vocation; I did not believe I had a choice. When my mother said, ‘God might choose you for Holy Orders,’ I imagined something like marching orders – a beckoning finger, a stern summons – and off I’d go to be a priest, whether I liked it or not. But so far I had heard nothing.

‘I’ve never seen this priest before.’

‘Furty,’ Chicky said. ‘He’s an alkie.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘He’s a boozehound. I can prove it.’

It was a beautiful day, with a bright sky and a loud drone of bees on the flower-beds and the clack of lawn mowers across the Fellsway. We knelt in the shade, playing with the smoking thurible, which looked more than ever like a lantern, and then we went in to the funeral.

The routine of a funeral meant waiting until the coffin was wheeled into position in the centre aisle, and the pews were filled. We could see this from where we now stood, two altar boys in front, priest holding a monstrance like a gold mirror against his chest.

‘Let’s go,’ Father Furty said, and Chicky yanked the chain to warn the congregation we were coming, and we could hear them clattering to their feet as soon as the bell sounded.

The rich aroma of flowers I always associated with death, and the incense and the beeswax candles always meant a solemn high mass and a long service. It seemed the more odours there were the longer it would all take. At this funeral there were snuffles and sobs, and one person weeping very loudly.

I was fifteen. I had never known anyone who had died: the emotion of grief was disquieting to me, but alien; yet it was no more disturbing to me than hearing someone laugh and not knowing the reason. My first funeral had bewildered me – not the idea of the body in the coffin but the crying, the intensity of it – I had never heard anyone crying like that, so sad and continuous. It was always loud and pitiful, but it also seemed to me insincere, because the person was dead. But I had never known anyone who had died.

When we walked down from the altar to the centre aisle and the coffin, passing the hot rack of burning vigil lights, Chicky motioned for me to look at him. He was carrying the long-handled cross. He had a very ugly, rubbery, funny face – and the candle-light made it yellower. He often tried to get me laughing, especially at funerals. I faced him, to show him that I could take it without laughing. He wrapped three fingers around the shaft of the cross and shaped the word ‘Magoo’ with his lips.

I was more likely to laugh at a funeral than in an empty church – the people screaming and sobbing only made me laugh harder. But I resisted. I was thinking about what he had told me – bare tit, hand-jobs, three fingers. ‘Her hole gets bigger.’

The coffin was closed, but I knew what was inside: in the centre of white ruffles, like a clown’s collar, was a dead old man – the pale powdered face with sunken cheeks and eyes bulging under the lids, and farther down, in more ruffles, a rosary twisted around knuckly fingers; like Walter Hogan’s Uncle Pat, whom I had seen at Gaffey’s.

We started the requiem mass. I had learned my Latin from a pamphlet that had set it out in easy-to-say spelling.

Intro-eebo ad-ahltaree-dayee ah-dayum-kwee-lah-teefeekat yoo-ven tootem mayum.

That was how we began. It made no sense at all to me, though I knew it by heart and I could win races reciting certain prayers.

It was a sung mass – a fat lady and an organist in the choir loft – Dies irae, dies illa! – and Father Furty intoning the Latin in a falsetto, as if he knew exactly what he was saying. Then he gave a sermon – it was about football and life and being a team player even though you knew you were alone. He said ‘frannick’ and ‘sem-eye professional’ and, instead of aunty, ‘anny’. He said ‘yooman beings’. I was thrilled by this. He was like a man from a foreign land.

He finished and the mass continued. The ‘Confee-teeyor’ turned into a race between Chicky and me. Normally we tried to say it very fast, like the ‘Soo-ship-eeyat’, but when I saw Chicky bent over and hammering his chest at the ‘mayah koolpah’ I decided to beat him and, swivelling and muttering, I finished first.

‘I beat you,' I said, just before the consecration. We were at the side table to the far right of the altar, picking up the cruets of wine and water.

‘You skipped the middle part,' he whispered.

‘Your ass I did,’ I hissed at him.

But he wasn’t listening. He whispered, ‘I’m going to prove he’s an alkie,’ and tossed his head.

I looked back at Father Furty who was coming towards us with the chalice.

Normally a priest held out the chalice to receive a little wine and water, and returned to the stand in front of the tabernacle to drink it. It was a simple operation. But today Chicky did something I had never seen before. When Father Furty extended the chalice for the wine, Chicky emptied the cruet into it – tipped it upside-down until all the wine dribbled out.

The chalice trembled, Father Furty seemed to object, but too late; he let out a noisy breath of resignation, considered the full chalice, then moved it sideways for me to add the water. But he lifted the chalice before I could pour more than a few drops in. He returned to the tabernacle, and we studied him.

He straightened up, and then leaned forward and rested his elbows on the altar and glanced into the chalice, tipping it towards him like a big glass. He pushed out his lips, seeming to savour it in anticipation, and then he grasped the chalice more affectionately, shifted his weight on to his back leg, raised the cup, drank it all, and let out a little gasp of satisfaction.

He staggered a bit after that, just catching the toe of his loafer on the altar carpet, and when he was supposed to sprinkle holy water, clanged the gold rod into the holy water bucket and tossed it at the coffin. By then his prayers had become growly and incoherent. There were blobs and beads of holy water on the shiny wooden lid.

Men gathered near the coffin. There was a shout of pain from the congregation, and more sobbing. Then we stood at the foot of the altar and watched the coffin rolled nicely on silent rubber tyres towards the doorway, where summer was blazing, and there were trees and traffic.

Back in the sacristy, Chicky doused the incense and took his cassock and surplice off quickly. He said he had to run an errand for his mother. He knew he had done something wrong, and yet his last glance at me said, ‘What did I tell you?’

Father Furty seemed bewildered, as if he were having difficulty phrasing a question. Finally he said, ‘This cabinet is empty. That’s very strange.’

It was the cabinet where the mass wine was kept; but Chicky had hidden the only other bottle – before mass, when he was sneaking a drink.

‘There’s a bottle in here,' I said, reaching into the cassock closet, where Chicky had put the bottle he had been fooling with.

‘Ah, yes. I thought I was going mennal for a minute there.’

As he took it from me he saw the Mossberg.

‘The hell’s that?’

‘Mossberg. Bolt action. Repeater.’

He hoisted the bottle to see how much wine was in it.

‘It’s mine,’ I said. ‘It’s not loaded.’

He smiled and poured the wine into a glass – the wine went in with a flapping sound, bloop-bloop-bloop, purply blue with the light passing through it as if it were stained glass. And with a similar sort of sound, Father Furty drank it, emptying the glass and gasping as he had on the altar.

All this time he was smiling at my Mossberg, but he said nothing more. I felt stronger – I was strengthened by his understanding; and from that moment, the period of time it took him to drink the wine, I trusted him.

As I pulled my surplice over my head I heard the sighs of Father Furty still digesting the wine. He was at the sideboard, among the vestments, in his braces, leaning on his elbows and belching softly.

Then he staggered back and sat down and sighed again – more satisfied gasps – and said, ‘Don’t go, sonny.’

I was trying to think how to get my Mossberg out of the sacristy.

Father Furty was still smiling, though his eyes were not quite focused on me. He looked very tired, sitting there with his hands on his knees. Then he grunted and started to get up.

‘I’m going to need a hand,’ he said. ‘Now put that gun down and point me in the right direction.’ He was mumbling so softly he was hardly moving his lips. ‘Funerals are no fun,’ he said.
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Father Furty limped beside me, steadying himself by holding on to my shoulder with his right hand and sort of paddling with his left hand. I kept my mouth shut; I was his cane. His face was redder and it was as swollen as it had been when he had knelt in the sacristy and prayed for the conversion of Russia. I had set off worrying about my Mossberg in the cassock locker, and about meeting Tina – I was already late; and worrying too about everything Chicky had said, the sex talk. But Father Furty’s big soft hand was holding down my worry and calming me – we were helping each other out of the sacristy.

Instead of going to the rectory, which was only fifty feet away, we passed it, cut behind the church and down the parking lot, crossed Fulton – he was still limping: where were we going? – and headed towards a blue bungalow. It was called Holy Name House. I had never seen anyone enter or leave it, and I did not think it had any connection with St Ray‘s.

‘Easy does it,’ Father Furty said. ‘We’re almost there.’

He seemed to be saying it to encourage me, because I was slowing down. Did he want me to follow him in? He was rather feeble, and I was sure there was something wrong with him. I did not imagine him to be drunk – after all, he had only downed one cruet of wine and less than half a bottle in the sacristy. It was not enough. No, he was sick – I was sure of that.

An ‘alkie’ was a different kind of person altogether – the kind of crazy stinking bum that slept on Boston Common and mumbled as you passed by and always had a bottle in his hand. But even staggering and breathing hard, Father Furty had a look of understanding and authority – and I had the sense that he was both funny and friendly. He had seen my Mossberg and only smiled!

The porch of Holy Name House was screened-in and breezy but the interior of the house was very hot. The shades had been pulled down to cut out the glaring sun, but the shadows looked just as hot as the bright patches. The day darkness of the house made it seem like a hospital ward, smelling of rubber tiles and clean paint and decaying flowers.

‘This is where I’m staying,’ Father Furty said in an announcing way that I was sure he meant as a joke. ‘I can’t exactly say I live here. Pretty spartan, eh?’

It was different from his mass voice, the one that had intoned the Pater Noster, and I liked it much better.

He had begun to slow down, though he was still leaning hard on my shoulder. And, moving more carefully, he looked into each room as he passed it, poking the door open with his free hand and putting his head in.

‘I guess we’re going to be all right.’

The house was empty, and the bright light of the summer day outside glaring through cracks in the venetian blinds only made it seem stranger and more deserted. I was not at all afraid to be alone here with him; I was actually glad that he had chosen me to help him home – I had never been here! And I was so absorbed in this task that I had forgotten my anxiety about meeting Tina and picking up my Mossberg.

Father Furty groaned.

‘I could call a doctor,’ I said.

‘What do doctors know about flat feet?’ he said, staggering a little more.

We turned a corner. There was a mop stuck in a bucket in the middle of the corridor.

‘Someone left that there for me to trip over,’ Father Furty said and halted and swayed sideways.

I moved the mop and the bucket, and Father Furty continued. When he came to the last room on the right he caught hold of the doorway and hung on to it and panted, as if he had reached the end of a long struggle and was too exhausted to feel victorious.

Just then the doorbell rang.

‘Let Betty get it. That’s Mrs Flaherty. The housekeeper. Oh, bless us and save us.’ He was still panting.

The bell rang again, the same two tones, stupid and insistent. I left Father Furty hanging on the door to his room and went to answer it.

A big distorted silhouette, head and shoulders, showed in the frosted glass of the front door. It was the Pastor. He scowled at me horribly when I opened the door, then he unstuck his lips and lowered his head and leaned towards me.

‘What are you doing here?’

His sharp question made me uneasy and defensive; I felt instantly guilty, and uncertain of the truth. I did not know why I was here.

‘Mopping the floor,’ I said, because I could prove it, and I was not sure I could prove anything else.

‘Alone?’

‘I guess so.’

‘You guess so.’

He always repeated what you said when he wanted to be sarcastic, and it never failed: every time he repeated something I had said it sounded stupid, and it gave me another reason for thinking I was dumb and that nothing good would ever happen to me in my life.

He repeated it again, making it stupider. I tried not to blink. Then I remembered my Mossberg in the sacristy, and I felt much worse and almost confessed to it.

‘I’m looking for Father Furty,’ the Pastor said. ‘Have you seen him?’

The last time I had seen Father Furty he had been hanging on the door to his small room and panting, ‘Oh, bless us and save us.’ He wasn’t well, he needed protection; I knew the Pastor to be very fierce.

But instead of saying no, I shook my head from side to side. I held the innocent belief that it was less of a lie if you did not actually say the word.

I hesitated, waiting for the thunderbolt to strike me down in a heap at the Pastor’s feet – and he would howl, ‘Liar!’

‘Don’t just stand there,’ he said. ‘The floor will never get mopped that way.’

I looked at the scarred rubber tiles.

‘Mop it for the glory of God,’ he said. ‘Dedicate that floor to Christ.’

When he said that, the floor looked slightly different, less filthy, and it even felt different – more solid under my feet.

The Pastor did not say anything more. He turned and left, and I realized as he went down the path that I was terrified: the thunderbolt had just missed me.

‘Who was it?’ Father Furry said, not sounding very interested. He was sitting heavily in his chair beside the bed, his arms on the arms of the chair, and his hands hanging.

‘The Pastor.’

His hands closed and he sat up. ‘Where is he?’

‘He went away. I told him you weren’t here.’

He settled into the chair again and smiled.

‘That was a close one,' he said. ‘But why did you fib?’

‘I thought you wanted me to,’ I said, though I was very glad he had used the word ‘fib’ and not ‘lie’. ‘I thought you were sick.’

‘It’s not fatal,’ he said. ‘What’s your name, son?’

‘Andrew Parent.’

‘Shut the door when you leave, Andy,’ he said. ‘God be with you.’

Then he made a little sound, like a hiccup or a sob. I left him in the hot shadows of his small room.

Tina was walking away from the bus stop as I crossed the Fellsway and when I yelled at her to come back people turned around.

‘Kid’s got a gun,’ someone in front of the drugstore said.

Tina said, ‘Hey, I’ve been waiting for over an hour.’

She wore a blue jersey and white shorts and sneakers and had two pony tails, one sticking out on each side of her head. Her lipstick was pink, the same shade as her small fingernails, and she fooled with a plastic bracelet, twisting it, as she looked at me.

‘They’re never going to let you on the bus with that thing. You could kill somebody.’

But when the bus came, all the driver said was, ‘Take the bolt out of your rifle.’

‘It’s out,’ I said, and showed it to him.

We sat in the rear seat, listening to the shudder of the tin flap on the back of the bus. We did not talk. Tina went on twisting her bracelet. Near Spot Pond we passed the New England Memorial Hospital.

‘They’re all Seventh Day Adventists,' I said, trying to make conversation. ‘They don’t smoke or drink coffee. They’re not allowed to dance. They can’t eat meat. Hey, they can’t even eat tunafish!’

Tina did not say anything. I became fearful.

‘Hey, are you a Seventh Day Adventist?’

She shook her head – she did not say the word ‘no’, and so I wondered if she was lying. As far as I knew, she never went to any church, and I had no idea of her religion. I guessed that her mother was a Protestant because she wasn’t a Catholic. Not having a recognizable religion added to Tina’s sexual attraction.

Beyond the hospital was a large grey building, like a courthouse with magnificent windows – the waterworks, on Spot Pond; and then the woods closed in. We passed the zoo and went another mile on a road that had become flatter and narrower.

‘They don’t have sidewalks here,’ Tina said.

We were the last passengers on the bus. We got off at Whipple Avenue and walked down a dirt road, through some dusty pinewoods.

The sky had gone pale grey in the heat, and there was a seagull overhead, very high and drifting slowly.

‘I once saw a guy shooting at a seagull with a thirty-thirty.’

Tina squinted at me as if to say, ‘So what?’

‘It’s against the law to kill seagulls,’ I said. ‘Because they eat garbage.’

A dog tumbled from behind a boulder and barked at us in a stupid desperate way.

‘You can protect me,' Tina said.

‘I’d never shoot a dog,’ I said. ‘I wouldn’t even shoot a squirrel.’

‘What have you got a gun for, then?’

‘To break bottles,’ I said.

We walked through the woods and entered the Sandpits. Part of it was a miniature desert – flat scrubby ground and dunes and cut-out slopes of sand. The quarry was the best place for target shooting; there the ledges were high and the sides funnel-shaped and cliffy, like Hell in Dante’s Inferno – I had recently bought the paperback and found it unexpectedly pleasant to read, and full of stinks and sights. The Sandpits had the same angles as Dante’s Hell, the same series of rocky shelves and long pits. But it was all empty, as if awaiting sinners.

I had sometimes seen sand trucks here, but there were none today. It was very hot. I could see small dusty birds and all around us was the screech of grasshoppers. Being there alone with Tina aroused me, and made me nervous, and gave me the idea of feeling her up – squeezing her breasts. The most I had ever done was kiss her, in the dark, at a party.

I arranged a row of beer bottles on a log and told Tina to stand behind me, and started to shoot.

At the first shot, Tina said, ‘Hey! My eardrums!’

She was startled and afraid. That gave me confidence. I kept firing and emptied the chamber, then filled the tube again.

‘Your turn.’

‘I’m not touching that thing!’

‘You’re afraid,’ I said.

She said, ‘My mother would kill me if she knew.’

There was something about the way she said it that made me want to impress her; and her fear steadied me, because I knew there was nothing dangerous about my Mossberg as long as you followed the rules. I broke six bottles apart – six shots – and then went back to where Tina was squatting under a sandy cliff.

‘So you’re afraid,’ I said.

Her elbows were pressed to her sides, and her face was squeezed between her hands. I sat beside her, holding the Mossberg.

‘Huh? Afraid?’ I pretended to adjust something on the gun and pushed closer to her.

She took a ball of Kleenex out of her sleeve and pinched it over her nose, and blew and twisted. The end of her nose was red.

‘I’m not afraid.’

I stood up and raised the Mossberg and fired three shots. Bits of the broken bottles were flung aside with puffs of dust.

Tina blew her nose again.

I put the gun down. I did not know what to say. I wanted to kiss her. I wanted to know what she was thinking, and I wanted it to be: Kiss me, touch me, do anything you like.

She said, ‘I’m going to have to wash my hair when I get back home.’

While she was saying this I put my arms around her. She closed her eyes and let me kiss her, and she kept her eyes closed, so I kissed her again. Her lips softened and still she did not open her eyes. That encouraged me; it was as if by keeping her eyes shut she was being obedient.

Kissing her harder and closing my eyes I moved my hand on to the stiff cone of her breast, feeling the seams on her bra and rows and rows of stitches.

‘Don’t,' she murmured into my lips.

When I tried it again she snatched my hand away hard and said, ‘Quit it!’ That was tormenting: kissing her soft lips and at the same time feeling her quick fingers snagging my hand. Finally, I stopped kissing her, and then she opened her eyes.

‘If I don’t get home pretty soon my mother’s going to yell at me.’

But I felt frustrated, so I delayed by shooting the remainder of my cartridges, finishing the box of fifty, while she pouted into the mirror in her wallet and put on more pink lipstick.

On the bus she said, ‘Hey, what was the funeral like? Don’t tell me!’

I thought a moment. She was teasing. But the funeral and its aftermath were very vivid to me, and seemed to have a meaning I did not yet understand.

‘The priest got sick.’

‘Oh, they’re always getting sick,’ she said.

We did not speak about the kissing or my trying to feel her up. But we had never talked about it. The other time I had kissed her she had been worried about her history project – the Louisiana Purchase. Kissing was unmentionable; it was something we did with our eyes shut. If she had said something I would have been embarrassed. As it was, saying nothing, I felt older and experienced.

As for the other thing – touching her breast – I was relieved now that she hadn’t let me, because I did not know how to tell it in confession.

That night at supper – meatloaf – my father said, ‘Where were you today?’

‘Nowhere,’ I said.

‘What did you do with yourself?’

‘Nothing.’

‘He had a funeral this morning,’ Louie said.

Louie had stopped being an altar boy the previous year, when I started – later than most boys. He had coached me on my Latin.

‘Charlie Plotke,’ my mother said.

Saying his name like that made it seem as though he were still alive; but I knew the body in the coffin was dead and empty – like Hogan’s uncle. I had imagined the pale dummy head in the bunches of ruffles and thought: Nothing – no one.

‘Charlie was a daily communicant,’ my father said. He always used these Catholic expressions, like Shrovetide and Septuagesima and Lenten and Triduum and, always solemnly, ejaculation. He jerked his head at me and said, ‘Who celebrated mass?’

‘Father Furty.’

No one said anything.

‘He’s new,’ I said. ‘He’s not from Boston.’

Everyone looked at me.

‘He says “anny“. For aunty.’

Now my parents began staring at each other in a querying way.

‘He lives in Holy Name House,’ I said.

As soon as I had said that I sensed something go back and forth between my mother and father – over my head. It was like a beam of heat, but it was a certain pressure too, shooting right and then left, just touching the ends of the strands of hair in my crewcut. It was an inaudible buzz, and then a hovering bubble of suspense that broke and left a hum; and I realized that I had made it happen. What about that house? What about Father Furty?

‘If you pray very hard,’ my mother had always said, ‘God might choose you to be a priest.’

Before, I had always thought of the Pastor, or Father Ed Skerrit, and being a priest meant stepping out of life and standing on the sidelines – just waiting there with skinny ankles and a big Adam’s apple, and red hands sticking out of a black cassock. But now ‘priest’ meant Father Furty, and that did not seem bad. They seemed to know something about him, but they would not tell me – they never told me secrets.

‘Two more funerals and you get a wedding,’ Louie said.
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My part-time job that summer was at Wright’s Pond: locker-room attendant, three days a week. I sat at the entrance to the tin building next to the parking lot and read Dante’s Inferno. When people said, ‘What are you reading that for?’ I said, ‘Listen to this.’


Between his legs all of his red guts hung
With the heart, the lungs, the liver, the gall bladder,
And the shrivelled sac that passes shit to the bung.



Not many people used the locker-room. It was dark, the lockers were rusty, the floor was always wet – I hosed it down in the morning and it stayed wet all day. I had the only key – one key for 300 lockers. No job could have been easier. I sat in the sun, I played whist with the life-guard and the policeman, I rowed the boat, I read Dante. Now and then someone said, ‘Hey, locker-boy’, and I locked his clothes in a rusty box. That was the Men’s; the Women’s was attended by a fat tearful woman named Mrs Boushay who used to sit with her arms folded and staring at her new Buick and saying, ‘I wish I’d never seen it.’

There was a rumour that you could get polio at Wright’s Pond. It had been closed the previous summer for a week, while they tested the water; and even this summer the inspector visited regularly and took a jar of water away. People said Wright’s was dangerous and dirty, and laughed when I said I worked there. Tina’s mother wouldn’t let her go there, and in fact I had never seen Tina wearing a bathing-suit. In some ways I was glad that Tina didn’t swim at Wright’s. We had a rough crowd, always swearing and yelling, and she was so pretty the boys would have teased her and splashed her.

I was at Wright’s a few days after I had served the funeral – it was a Friday – when I saw the girl we called Magoo walking through the parking lot. She was with her younger brother who was a smaller version of her. They had very white freckled skin, buck teeth, and limp brown hair that lay very flat against their heads. Their noses were pink and peeling, and their ankle socks were very dirty. They both walked in the same sulky way; they were pigeon-toed. Magoo was my age, the brother about ten or eleven, although he had the face of an old man.

The brother saw a dog he recognized and chased it down to the water, and seeing Magoo alone I went up to her, swinging the key on my finger.

‘Want to go for a walk in the woods?’

She said, ‘I thought you’re supposed to be working.’

‘After work,' I said, but already I felt discouraged. She was fattish and pale, her fangy teeth gave her the look of someone who doesn’t believe anything, she had a rubber band twisted around a bunch of her hair. I did not dislike her; I pitied her for being so ugly and was irritated by Tina who was making me go through this.

‘Just you and me,’ I said. ‘We’ll walk around the pond.’

She looked very bored and then opened her mouth slightly and let her teeth protrude. Then she said, ‘I have to mind my brother.’

‘He can stay here. He’ll be all right.’

She made a face. I hated her for forcing me to ask her these questions.

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘It won’t take long.’

I was thinking of Chicky saying Three fingers.

‘Nah.’

‘Why not?’

‘I don’t want to, that’s why.’

I hated her deeply for a minute and wanted to say Then why did you make out with Chicky? She walked away and I hated Tina, and finally I hated myself. Then I was glad – saved: I hadn’t sinned. I had come so close to committing a mortal sin.

The next day was Saturday – confession. As always, I went alone in the late afternoon, after worrying the whole day. I waited in the cool darkness at the back of the church behind a pillar, and watched closely, then chose the confessional with the shortest lines – the fewest people in the pews nearby – because that meant the priest was fast: if he was fast he was easy – he listened, asked one or two questions, and then gave absolution. The hard priests gave severe lectures and sometimes sent you away without absolution. ‘You don’t sound sorry enough – come back some other time when you really mean it.’ The Pastor had once said that to me, and I had avoided him after that – I learned to spot his shoes showing beneath the curtain.

I had been rehearsing, mumbling to myself, all day: I was more than apprehensive – I was afraid. It was the strangest day of the week; I lost my body and became a soul – a stained soul. I had no name or identity, I was merely the sum of my sins. I felt close to Hell before confession, and afterwards not close to Heaven but happy, unafraid and oddly a little thinner and lighter.

The confessional in the corner behind the Seventh Station had only a few people waiting to go in, so I walked over and slid into the pew. I rehearsed my confession, pretending to pray.

A hoarse small-boy’s voice came out of the confession box. ‘And I yelled at my brother.’ I had never heard that sin before.

He left; another person entered and left; then it was my turn. I pulled the curtain tight behind me and knelt with my forehead against the plastic partition. It was a square hatch with rib-like corrugations and was strung like a tennis racket. Late afternoon light shone through it, colouring it orange. I heard murmurs from the other side, and then my hatch opened and I saw a priest’s bowed head behind the tennis strings. I had started whispering very fast as soon as I heard the slap of the hatch.

‘Bless me, Father. I confess to Almighty God, and to you, Father, that I have sinned. My last confession was one week ago. My sins are – lied, three times, disobeyed my parents, two times, impure thoughts, seven times, committed acts of impurity alone, three times, committed acts of impurity with other people, once, and yelled at my brother four times. That is all, Father. For these sins and other sins I cannot remember I am very sorry.’

I stopped, breathless, with a hot neck and burning eyes, my mouth so dry my tongue had turned into a dead mouse, and I trembled, fearing what was to come. I could only see the priest’s face as a shadow. His head remained bowed, as if sorrowing for me, praying for my soul.

He went straight to the sin that mattered. They always did, no matter where I inserted it.

‘This act of impurity with other people,’ the priest said softly. ‘Was it one person or several.’

‘It was a girl, Father.’

‘A Catholic girl?’

‘Her parents have a mixed marriage.’

‘What exactly did you do?’

‘Touched her,' I said and the mouse in my mouth became dustier.

‘Where did you touch her?’

‘Up the Sandpits, Father.’

‘On her body or her clothes?’

‘Clothes, Father.’

‘Pannies?’

I paused on that word before answering.

‘No,’ I said hoarsely. ‘On the chest.’ This did not seem as sinful as On her breast.

There was a short silence. I listened for a sigh, or any indication of what was coming – I dreaded more questions. But there were no more questions.

‘You knew you were doing wrong,’ the priest said. ‘Somehow you were tempted by the devil. Remember, you can fool the devil by avoiding occasions of sin. If you sense an impure thought coming into your head, say a prayer to Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. For your penance, say three Our Fathers and ten Hail Marys. Now make a good Act of Contrition, son.'

Eagerly, and grateful that it had gone so well, I said the Act of Contrition, while the priest prayed with me in Latin.

‘Oh, my God,’ I said, ‘I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee. I detest all my sins, because I dread the loss of Heaven and the pains of Hell – but most of all, because they offend Thee, my God –’

The priest was moving his right hand behind the shadowy panel in blessing. Already I was feeling lighter, happier, cleaner, thinner. I had stopped noticing the rock-hard kneeler and the smell of the plastic hatch on the partition.

‘– who art all good,' I went on, ‘and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve, with the help of Thy grace, to confess my sins, to do penance, and to amend my life. Amen.’

‘Amen,’ the priest said, drawing it out a bit, making me linger.

I waited for him to slide the hatch shut. He seemed to be hesitating.

‘God bless you,' the priest said, and I bent closer to the tennis strings. He wasn’t blessing me – he was scratching his ear. ‘Is that you, Andy?’

For a moment I could not speak. Then I managed to say, ‘Yes, Father.’

I felt trapped. I had never heard my name spoken in a confessional.

‘Thanks very much for guiding me back to the house the other day.’

So it was Father Furty.

I never knew what to reply when someone thanked me. And in a confessional!

‘That’s okay, Father.’

‘Want to go for a boat ride next week? Say, Thursday?’

‘If I’m not working.’

‘Swell. Stop by the house around noon. I’ll provide lunch. Some of the Sodality will be there.’

‘Thank you, Father.’

‘It’ll just be, oh, baloney sandwiches, potato salad, that kind of thing.’

‘Yes, Father.’ I wondered whether anyone in the pews outside could hear this.

‘Now go do your penance.’

When I left the confessional I tucked my head down and hurried to the communion rail, so that the people waiting to go into the box wouldn’t recognize me. Even if they had not heard they knew that I had been in for a fairly long time, and that always indicated a sinner.

Father Furty was in shirt-sleeves, a Hawaiian shirt, with his black priest’s trousers and his squeaky loafers. He was loading his car in the parking lot of Holy Name House when I arrived – ‘I’m kind of glad you didn’t bring your gun,’ he said – and then we set off for Boston Harbor.

‘Did I mention that some of the Sodality are coming along?’ he said. ‘They’re a great crew.’

The correct name was Our Lady’s Sodality, but as it was all women I usually saw it written in my mind as Our Ladies’ Sodality.

‘Beautiful day for a boat ride,’ he said, and switched on the car radio.

My father’s old Dodge did not have a radio. Father Furty’s was a fancy-looking one, and I was grateful for it, because it took the place of conversation.

‘Come-on-a my house’, it played.

It seemed messy, sinful, human.

‘What kind of a tie is that?’

I had worn it to impress him. I had bought it in a joke shop on School Street with my birthday money.

‘Look,’ I said, and squeezed the battery pack in my pocket. ‘It lights up.’

‘It’s fabulous,’ Father Furty said, and laughed – his face swelled up when he laughed, as it had when he prayed. ‘I want one of them for myself.’

We moved slowly through the sunny streets, the car filling with heat, and the radio still going.

‘I love this tune,’ Father Furty said. And he sang, ‘Skylark – Have you seen a valley green with spring?’

The radio replied, ‘Where my heart can go a-journeying –’

He was more tuneful singing this than he had been singing the high mass. I sat listening, enjoying it. We were in Charlestown, in heavy traffic, and the car was growing hotter as we crawled along, the metal and paint and even the yellow veiny plastic of the dashboard giving off the scorched odour of heat.

‘What do you need a gun for?’ he said suddenly.

‘Breaking bottles. Target practice.’

‘And what sort of work do you do?’

This question embarrassed me, because he was continuing the conversation we had started in the confessional.

‘Paper route?’ he said, pronouncing it rowt instead of root.

‘I’m a locker-boy, up at Wright’s Pond.’

‘You brought a book, I see.’

He twisted his head around in order to get a look at the paperback in my lap.

‘Danny,’ he said. ‘Like it?’

I riffled the pages of the Inferno, not knowing what to say. I saw my underlining and stopped riffling. If he saw the ink he might ask me what I had marked, and why. That passes shit to the bung, one said, and another Spews forth his stinking vomit.

‘Hell’s shaped like a funnel,’ I said at last.

‘That what Danny says?’

His hand went to the radio.

‘It’s a classic,’ he said, and then a song seemed to come out of his forehead. ‘Blue skies – smiling at me –’

Afterwards he lit a cigarette and kept driving, exhaling through his clenched teeth. I loved the smell of tobacco smoke – cigarettes especially; it lingered in my face and found its way into my head and made me dizzy. Father Furty’s brand was called ‘Fatima’ – a yellow-orange pack with a woman’s thin face on the front.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said, seeing me staring at his pack of cigarettes on the seat. ‘No, it’s not Our Lady.’

Father Furty’s boat was named Speedbird – white with blue trim, and before we cast off he shut his eyes and put his big hands together and said, ‘Let us pray.’

His sleeves flapped, he looked grey and sorrowful, the wind stirred his short hair; but when his lips stopped moving and he blessed himself and said ‘Amen’, he began to smile and seemed intensely happy.

He was tidy and fussy in a boat-owner’s way, and he had the skipper’s habit of coiling every line and clearing the decks and putting things away – ‘Let’s stow this,’ he said, and he also had ‘starboard’ and ‘port’ and the rest of them.

What made all of this somewhat unusual were the women, six or so, from the Sodality – they were dressed as if for church, they wore hats and pearls, they carried black plastic handbags.

Father Furty said, ‘Stow the baloney sandwiches aft,’ and the women giggled. He said, ‘We’ll keep the sodas for’ard.’

The women laughed even harder at this.

‘We don’t call it soda,’ I said, because I hated to see him being laughed at by those women. ‘We call it tonic.’

‘Tonic?’ He laughed so hard he started to cough. Whenever he coughed he lit a cigarette, always a Fatima.

When we were under way, ploughing through the harbour under a blue sky, Father Furty had a peaceful, distant look on his face. I was happy, too. On this boat everything seemed possible, the world was simpler and brighter, and Boston was not a hot dirty city but a much bigger place, rising out of the sea – with a huge and busy harbour, and islands; it was visited by vast ships. I saw that the city was also the water around it – so it was freer and had more space.

Father Furty said, ‘There are so many islands in this harbour – that’s another reason you get so many strange currents running around here.’

I thought he was going to say more. Any other priest would have. But Father Furty did not say of the islands and the currents They’re like life. They were no more than they seemed; they represented only themselves – which was plenty. They did not need any other significance.

He said you had to be careful here, what with all the shipping, but that there was nothing to be afraid of.

‘She’s a sturdy boat. She’s all mahogany.’ That made him more human too, calling the boat she.

The Sodality women had also brought food; and it was clear that there was too much of it. Each woman had a basket or a bowl with salad or chicken or a home-made cake or cookies. Mrs DePalma, Chicky’s mother, had a parcel of cold cuts and pickles which she arranged in a fan on a plate. Mrs Prezioso had stuffed peppers. Mrs Corrigan had tunafish casserole, and on the top, she said proudly, instead of crumbs she had sprinkled crushed potato chips. Mrs Palumbo brought celery sticks with cream cheese pressed into the groove.

‘From my own garden,’ Mrs Prezioso said, and fed a stuffed pepper to Father Furty.

The other women urged him to have a bit of their food. They did not eat anything themselves – they said they weren’t hungry.

Father Furty said, ‘Aren’t I a lucky guy?’

He said it as if he really meant it, and he was chewing something the whole time. The women stayed in or near the cabin, admiring him, as he steered Speedbird through the outer harbour.

‘Shipping lanes,’ he said. ‘Very tricky.’

He inhaled smoke, drank some Moxie and then exhaled the smoke. ‘See. I keep it in my lungs, so I can swallow.’ He tried to blow smoke rings at Mrs Palumbo’s request, but couldn’t. ‘Too much wind,’ he said.

The women giggled when he did something funny, and they screamed when the spray flew up and wet them. They wore good shoes, but tottered on them. They wet their blouses, and Mrs Corrigan got spray on her hat and the salt dried and sparkled on her veil. They offered to help, but Father Furty would not let them.

‘This is my first mate,’ he said, meaning me. ‘His tie lights up.’ He made me flash the bulbs for them. ‘Andy, get me my other chart of the harbour.’

The women did not like this, I could tell, and they resented my being there. Several times I was in the cabin, and Mrs Hogan or Mrs DuCane pushed me aside and said, ‘Show me how to steer, Father!’

Each time I backed up and started climbing the ladder, but before I took two steps I heard Father Furty’s voice.

‘Stick around, Andy. You’re my right-hand man.’

I could sense waves of anger coming at me from the women, like an odour in wiggly lines.

‘He’s reading Danny,’ Father Furty said.

They didn’t care. They showed no interest at all in my book.

We moored the boat for a while near an island and, during a lull in the conversation, Mrs DuCane said, ‘Tell us about the sacrifice of the mass, Father. It’s so complicated.’

‘It’s simple,' he said. ‘It’s the body and blood of Christ. Real flesh. Real blood. It’s not bread and wine.’

He said ‘wine’ hungrily, making it a round ripe word, and I remembered him drinking it out of the chalice in a glad, thirsty way.

The women sat in a circle around him, feeding him and protesting that they weren’t hungry. He looked like a king on vacation, with some of his subjects.

On the way back he said, ‘Next time we’ll do some swimming.’

‘Can I bring a friend?’

He said, ‘Sure. Swell. As long as it’s not that other altar boy. He’s lethal.’
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God was always glaring at me out of a hot sky. He was as pitiless and enigmatic as most of the adults I knew – they all spoke for him anyway – and He said no just as often. But after that boat trip, when my mother said, ‘God might choose you to be a priest,’ it did not seem like the end of the world. It was God’s choice, not mine, yet if he chose me I could be a priest like Father Furty – with a car radio, and a speedboat, and baggy pants, and a pack of Fatima cigarettes in my shirt pocket.

On Father Furty’s boat, everything had seemed possible: being a priest, getting married, going to college, earning money, having a future – it would all unroll. Until then, my feelings had been uncertain and whenever I became hopeful and looked ahead, the sky blazed and I thought: It will never happen. The boat made everything larger and different – Boston was bigger, the Sodality seemed truly sillier, the summer was breezier, I felt older and useful. I was proud to know this man. Sometimes I forgot he was a priest!

Knowing him made knowing Tina easier, though I could not tell exactly why. Things seemed less urgent. I wanted to touch her, but I could wait. I did not feel as if I had to hide – anyway, what was there to hide? I stopped sneaking and stopped trying to think of ways of impressing her. A month
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