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  Henry Stram
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  Martin and Carol


  I HAVE LEARNT THAT THE PLACE WHERE THOU ART FOUND UNVEILED IS GIRT ROUND WITH THE COINCIDENCE OF CONTRADICTORIES, AND THIS IS THE WALL OF PARADISE WHEREIN THOU DOST ABIDE.


  —Nicholas of Cusa,

  The Vision of God
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  Prelude


  AT THE END of the second-floor hall of a small Catholic school, a sixth-grade boy stood transfixed in front of a wooden statue of Saint Sebastian. He’d passed it for years but lately found he was drawn to stop and study the three-dimensional story, the pierced flesh, the life-size proof that you’ve got to go through hell to be a saint. The boy tried to imagine the soldiers of the Imperial Guard and the events that might have brought them to this moment, stringing their bows, taking aim at their compatriot. And Sebastian? He looked so beautiful, the boy thought, with his rock-star hair and melancholy face. How is it that he stood there tied to a tree, plugged with arrows, and took it with such grace? The martyr’s plight, his swimmer’s body, his loincloth drooping from hip to wounded hip, gave the boy a deep, unlocatable twinge.


  One day, the principal came upon him staring at the statue.


  “It was a gift,” she said, her little buzz of a voice startling the boy. “From an alum who lived in Italy. Beautiful, isn’t it?”


  He nodded but then looked back at the saint and whispered, “No.”


  “Why do you say that?” the nun asked, untangling the magnifying glass from her crucifix, both of which dangled from silver chains around her neck.


  The boy grimaced and pointed to a waxy trickle of blood running along the sinews of Sebastian’s left calf.


  “Oh, don’t worry, dear, he’s not in his body here. He’s already flying back up to our Lord.” She reached up to clear a cobweb from the arrow stuck in Sebastian’s thigh.


  “How do you know?”


  “Oh, we don’t know,” she said. “We believe.”


  For a moment they stood side by side, nun and pupil, gazing up at the suffering soldier.


  “Come along, mustn’t be late,” the sister said as she turned and hurried away, leaving the boy alone to ponder this thing. The being bound, but flying.


  BOOK I


  Falling


  

  · 1 ·


  MARCH 28, 2002. It’s Holy Thursday. That’s Catholic for three days before Easter, and I’m in Las Vegas. I’ve come from my home in New York City to visit my father. We’re at Vons, a fluorescent grocery store roughly the size of Manhattan, waiting in line to pay for pork chops. There’s a bank of slot machines near the exit clanging away, and I find, as I do each time I come to this desert city, that I’m in shock to think it’s here Dad’s retired and will likely die.


  There, on a rack in the checkout line, on the cover of Time magazine, is a gray and ominous drawing of the back of a bishop and these words: Can the Catholic Church Save Itself? The headlines of the scandal are everywhere at the moment. It’s an uprising, the body of Mother Church erupting with such force that the shock waves are reverberating, at long last, all the way up to her head. Cardinal Law will resign before the year is out. I reach for a copy of the magazine.


  “Jesus, that’s been goin’ on for a thousand years,” my father says, jutting a finger at Time. “Did I ever tell you what happened to your aunt when she was little?”


  “No, Dad.”


  “Father Murray, the basement of St. Bede’s. I don’t know what went on, but thank God the janitor happened by. I never knew anything about it until your aunt refused to let Murray say your grandmother’s funeral mass.”


  I say to my dad, “Wow,” but nothing else, because suddenly I’m riveted by a photo, page twenty-eight, of Father Kos and a Dallas boy, age twelve, who killed himself at twenty-one. I know the story of Kos and his altar boys; I’d cut every clip of it from the papers in ’98 and stuck them in the thick file I keep under my desk. I’d read about the young men who’d gone to court and were awarded millions and the promise of a public apology from the Archdiocese of Dallas. I can recall the New York Times photo of them, handsome and courageous in their suits and ties, sitting at a table, along with one stricken mother who was there on behalf of her deceased son. I’d seen all this but I’d never, until this moment, seen the face—God, the face—of the boy who shot himself dead. His tiny-toothed smile, the light in his eyes, are absolutely haunting. He’s in altar-boy frocks, all white, and the arm of the man with the Roman collar is slung behind his slim shoulders.


  “Do you want me to buy that for you?” my father asks. I look into his kind old face and wonder, again, what it would mean, what it would be like, to tell him the story.


  “No thanks, Dad, I’ll get it.”


  This story that will not let me go.


  April 1, 2002. Easter Monday. I’ve left my dad in Vegas and I’m in Los Angeles to visit my goddaughter; maybe pick up some acting work. I’m headed south, or possibly east, in the haze of the Hollywood Freeway when my cell phone gives three bleeps. A message. Maybe a job. One hand firmly on the wheel, I press voicemail, put the thing to my ear.


  Marty, it’s Bob C— (I hit the brake. The SUV behind me honks). I got your letter saying you’d be traveling West. I’d dearly love to see you. I’m at the Veterans Hospital in LA. Here’s my number. . . .


  I take the next exit and come to a stop in the glare of a 7-Eleven parking lot, stunned that he’s alive, that my letter actually found him.


  I’d lost all track of Bob. I’d spoken to him once, by phone, nine years before when I was on a visit to Denver, my hometown. I’d sat, I remember, on the edge of my mother’s bed, next to the phone, possessed suddenly by the idea of contacting him. My fingers had trembled as I dialed the number I’d just searched for and found. I was shocked when he picked up right away. We had a curt conversation: It does no good to dwell on the past, he’d said. I’ve made my peace with God. I hope you do too. Then he’d given me his address, saying that I should write. Numb, I’d jotted it down on the back of a housepainter’s business card that was sitting on my mother’s nightstand and stuck it in my wallet. Where it remained until, a few weeks before taking this trip West, gripped again with the idea of finding him, I called once more. Disconnected. No address. No further information. He must be dead, I figured, or moved long ago. I’d waited too many years. I mailed a note anyway with a Please Forward to the old address—some little town in California. I never imagined I’d hear from him, let alone that we’d ever be in the same place at the same time.


  I pick up my cell and half dial him, hang up. Half dial, hang up. Come on, I tell myself, do it. Just do it. He answers on the second ring:


  “Hello.”


  The pitch, the tenor of his voice enters my body like a lance. Him, after all these years. Him, reduced to a little human hum across a wireless. Very businesslike, we arrange to meet.


  Thursday, April 4, 2002, the morning of the meeting.


  My old high school friend, Jodi, prints out directions from her house in North Hollywood to the Veterans’ Complex off Sepulveda Boulevard. “Good luck, Mart,” she says. “Wring his friggin’ neck for me.”


  Jodi is quick to fury on this subject, which always sets me to wondering about anger. My own anger, whatever, wherever it is, feels lost or buried somehow in complicity, I think. As if having wanted, allowed, has squelched any right I have to wrath or innocence. I remember when I first told Jodi all that happened, she looked at me with such pity that I blurted: “Hey, doll, I’m OK. It’s not like the guy murdered me, calm down.” “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” she said, and I watched as she glanced across the room at her child, and the worry that flashed over her face told me I’d lived her idea of a parent’s nightmare. And then I think of another friend who, when I shared the story said, “Oh, my . . . weren’t you a lucky little boy.” When he said it, I laughed like a lunatic.


  It’s a gorgeous day.


  Bob’s instructions take me to a red-roofed convalescent home. I park the car. I get out and walk past the well-kept lawns and palm trees. A pretty place for mending, I think.


  I ask for C—, please?


  Crisp and smiling, the nurse points to the elevator. “Second floor, dear.”


  “Thank you.”


  First I step into the men’s room for a pee, for a breath. I stand in a stall and take from my pocket two double-A batteries. I’d meant to do this in the car. Forgot. So, standing there in front of a toilet, I snap them into my little tape recorder like a lousy spy. I don’t really know why I’m doing this. It’s as if I’m afraid that without a record I’ll forget everything or never believe any of it actually happened. As I snap the batteries in, I’m thinking: This is rude. Maybe illegal, immoral . . . fuck it. I stick the recorder in my jacket pocket and catch myself in the mirror above the sink and break into a crazy grin.


  The corridor is long, hospital-white. There are two to a room. I check the names, scrawled in black marker, tucked beneath plastic next to each door. Dazed-looking vets are everywhere. Some walking silently, wheeling IVs. Some staring out the window. The long hair, the age, say Vietnam. As I walk I rehearse lines in my head, afraid I’ll go blank when I see him.


  Do you remember the last time I saw you?


  Bob, who was it, exactly, who sent you to prison?


  And then the door is open and I’m thinking there must be a mistake because it’s his name there but I don’t recognize either person in the room.


  In the far bed, a dark-skinned man is coughing up what appears to be part of his lunch. In the nearer bed, sitting up, is a plump person with a mop of white hair who looks to be someone’s grandmother. My first thought is: Are there women vets here? There must be, I figure, but wait, it is a man and he—like everyone else—is wearing a rose-colored frock, prison-like, with faint numbers stenciled above the breast pocket. He’s holding a plastic fork, poking at broccoli. Slowly, the face revolves toward the door, blinks once.


  “Are you Marty?”


  I nod. His voice, no question.


  “I never would have recognized you,” he says, and in that instant, like a shift from blurred to sharp, I get him. Exactly. Under the mop of grandmother hair I apprehend the features of the vigorous, thirty-year-old man I once knew. This is him, the guy who taught me about Buckminster Fuller and geodesic domes. This is the guy who took me glacier sliding. It was the summer after seventh grade, on a raft trip. He led a group of us campers into some Wyoming peaks and we came across a huge glacier and he said to all the boys: “OK, OK, climb up and slide down!” Everyone was terrified. Nobody moved, and Bob whispered into my ear: “I know you can do it.” And I just turned and climbed and climbed. It must have been a quarter-mile long, this thing. I got to the top and tied my jacket around my butt and all the other guys linked arms at the bottom of the glacier to keep me from slamming into the rocks. It was insane. I screamed the whole way down and they caught me! I was king for a day. Brave, for once. This is the guy who woke me late one night at the mountain ranch and said: “Hey, come with me, Marty, you gotta see this.” He grabbed a lantern and took me to the barn. The vet had come in the middle of the night to help deliver a calf. Bob and the vet had their arms all up in there because the cow was in trouble and suddenly this rickety-legged creature covered with goop and blood came out. Lying there on the barn floor . . . alive! And Bob turned to me and smiled and I felt so lucky to be there, to see something so real.


  “I don’t want to interrupt your lunch,” I tell him.


  “No, no. It’s OK.”


  He keeps blinking at me through these large, gold-framed glasses. I think of moving in to shake his hand but that seems ridiculous and we’re in a freeze like, what? Victim facing perpetrator? Or like estranged ex’s. Ex-altar boy, ex-almost seminarian, ex-friends? enemies? lovers? I don’t know. Definitions fail, bleed one into the other. I watch him lay his fork on a paper napkin and I ask,


  “How are you?”


  “You’re catching me at a pretty down time.” His eyes are green, he’s looking right at me but there’s not a glimmer in there and I think: Jeez, the light’s been bludgeoned out of this guy or maybe he’s on something—antipain, antidepressant.


  “What happened?” I point to his right foot, which is enormous, wrapped in white gauze up to the knee like the limb of a mummy.


  “Oh, bad infection. They had to amputate a little.”


  “Wow, sorry.”


  “Ah, well,” he says. “Stepped on a stupid screw in the driveway. Life.” He shrugs, chuckles. “I’ve got diabetes. You remember how I liked my Coca-Cola.”


  “Yep. I do.” I glance toward the hall, wanting to move outside, somewhere private.


  “You look good,” he says. “Your dad had quite a belly by your age.”


  I’m thrown at his mention, his memory, of my father, who he met, I think, maybe twice. I start chattering.


  “Well, I’m an actor and the work’s very physical, keeps me fit.” In my skull I feel the buzz of words and how they’re utterly weightless and how it’s our bodies that are grave somehow, communicating, catching up. For my bones the whole experience isn’t thirty years away but three feet.


  “I see,” he says. “You work in the theater, then?”


  “Yeah. Uh-huh. Some TV. Plays and musicals sometimes. I sing and . . .” Christ, Marty, I think, why not just give him an uptune and a ballad? Lord, he’s got just the lost, ugly mug you’d expect in a news item on pedophiles—pasty pale, geeky glasses. “It’s always eight shows a week, very rigorous . . .” This sharp lament moves through me as I think how much the course of my days has been affected by this broken being in front of me. “But Broadway pays pretty well, when you can get it.”


  I watch him push, with an index finger, his glasses up the bridge of his nose, then scoop his bangs to the right. The gesture (exactly as I remember it) sends a tremble through my chest. It’s as if I’m forty-two and twelve at once.


  “Are you in New York?”


  “Yes, I’ve been in Manhattan twenty years now.” This sentence, somehow, gives me a sense of center, of pride. “I live there with my . . . my boyfriend, Henry. We’ve been together for seventeen years.” I want him to know, I realize, that I’m all right, that I’ve found success, stability. “Do you remember the last time we saw each other?”


  “I do,” he whispers, dropping his head, tripling his chin. “You were, what? Fifteen? You drove all the way to my place in Sunshine Canyon without a license. We sat by my empty fireplace and you told me you were ashamed that we’d ever met and that you never wanted to see me again.”


  I’m stunned and, oddly, flattered that he remembers it—the scene, my words—exactly as I do. It seems to say that it, that I, meant a lot to him. Is that what I’ve come for? I wonder. To see if I’m as vivid for him as he’s been for me? That I wasn’t just another little boy, an easy target, who gave it up to him?


  “That tore my heart out,” he says. “I curled into a shell that night after you left, for nearly two months.”


  He’s speaking the truth, it seems. Or is he playing me? The confusion feels familiar. I finger the button of my recorder but don’t push. I’m afraid it will click too loudly.


  “Did you know, Bob, that this weekend will be thirty years exactly since we first actually met? April 7, 1972.”


  “Oh, I’m not aware.” He shakes his head so that his hair falls back into his eyes. “Dates are fuzzy. I couldn’t say the exact—”


  “Oh, I can,” I tell him. The man in the other bed coughs. He is watching a TV fixed high on the wall. I’m concerned he might hear me, and then I try not to care: “It was three months after my twelfth birthday. Except for my head, I didn’t have a hair on my body. I didn’t know a thing, barely what a wet dream might be.”


  “Let’s go outside,” he says, scooting across the bed toward his wheelchair. “Let’s go outside.”
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  A PHOTOGRAPH HANGS in my study of a boy standing in a kayak at the edge of a pond, holding an oar triumphantly over his head. He’s wearing a shy, crooked smile, a Speedo swimsuit, and a lifejacket. He’s a tiny twelve, this boy, and no matter how many times I look at him, I’m astonished that it’s actually me. The me of thirty-plus years ago, spring of 1972.


  The picture was taken up in the Colorado Rockies about two hours west of Denver, the town where I grew up. We lived, two parents and four kids, down in an alphabetical neighborhood—Grape-Glencoe-Holly-Hudson-Ivy-Ivanhoe—rows of identical houses known as Virginia Vale. In 1960, when my Dad and Mom bought the place, nineteen-grand got you a single-story shoebox-shaped house with an unfinished basement and a square chunk of dirt to call your own. The feature that distinguished one home from another was the color of brick. Red, yellow, gray, and the occasional orange. And every other house had a big porch, the houses between, a little porch. We had a big porch. Red brick.


  We lived in Virginia Vale but, somehow, what seemed most important was that we belonged to Christ the King, our church and school up the hill. And I felt a great deal of pride (which is a sin) about my school. Once they asked me to cover the phone when the office nun got ill. I just happened to be passing by on my way to the multipurpose room and, always anxious to please, I was thrilled to take her seat for a few minutes. Pretty soon the phone rang. I picked it up.


  Hello, Christ the King.


  I was in heaven.


  Or, later, when I was on student council and had to dial out into the worldly world for bank balances or Styrofoam cups:


  Hi, this is Christ the King calling . . .


  Usually there’d be a pause on the line and I’d experience, right inside my breast, a little burst of glee.


  Most of the kids in my neighborhood went to public school. McMean or Fallis Elementary. I kid you not. Edwina Fallis Elementary. She was a beloved kindergarten instructor. Still, I just think it’s one thing when your school is named after a dead teacher and another when it’s named for the Risen Savior.


  Every classroom at Christ the King had, hanging from the front wall, a clock and a crucifix. And every day, during math or spelling, I would stare up and watch the hands ticking past the numbers, while Jesus’s remained nailed at quarter to three. They were stuck there on the yellow brick like an odd couple that seemed, somehow, to be dueling. My eye would bounce back and forth: Time . . . Eternity, Earth versus Heaven. It was like watching Now spin toward the hour of death.


  Sister Agatha was our third-grade teacher. She was a heavy woman, in every sense of the word. She wasn’t much taller than us nine-year-olds. She was shaped like a box. A black box. A moving cube of church. She was, among the many nuns in my life, the most intense. Often, before we’d go off to the restroom, Sister would turn, face the front wall, and raise her cloaked arms in the shape of a V, as if pleading to be beamed up. With one hand she indicated the hour and with the other our near naked Lord. “We line up by one but we live by the other,” she would proclaim in her crackly voice. Crackly because there was always something like grief or cheese caught in her throat. Sometimes in the midst of a lesson, especially if she was annoyed with you, she would gesture up to the cross then look at you and blurt out: “He died to set you free!” And I’d think, Free from what? From where?


  There was a brief moment one afternoon (I was little, first grade) when I thought I’d cracked a piece of the Catholic code. It was when the bell rang, as usual, at 2:45 to release us for the day. Alleluia! I grabbed my satchel and as I did I glanced up to realize that the clock and Jesus told the exact same time and I thought, That’s it. But, right away, I knew whatever it was He’d done it was supposed to mean more than just getting to leave here, being set free to go home. Nothing could be that simple, could it?


  Sister Agatha had a very particular method for teaching cursive. She’d put on 45 records of simple songs for each different letter of the alphabet—“Farmer in the Dell” for W, or “Three Blind Mice” for G.


  “OK children, letter G. Remember the tail; every letter has a tail so they can connect, make meaning.” She’d plop on the record; we’d clutch our number 2 pencils as she sang, “Three blind mice . . . tail. See how they run . . . connect!” One afternoon late in the year, right in the middle of drawing letter G, she just froze, staring at her chalk. We sat there until, finally, Carol Buell went to the office to get someone. They came and took Sister out into the hall and we never saw her again.


  Christ the King or CK, as we called it, was situated on a little hill at Eighth and Fairfax, sandwiched between Holy Ghost to the west and Most Precious Blood (a rougher neighborhood) to the east. Little Catholic fiefdoms all over town, fiefdoms of the soul, concerned, of course, with matters of the hereafter. That’s something you get from the time you’re tiny: After is what you’re shooting for. After is what counts. Here is basically a problem. We made a mistake, we fell, and we’re stuck here in this unreliable flesh, struggling to earn our way toward a bodiless eternity in a very nice place with all the saints.


  And, lucky you, you learn this, that there’s a huge army of the Good and the Dead just waiting to be called upon, prayed to, because they’ve been through the earthly wringer and released. They’re part of the oxygen. Their stories are everywhere, stained into chapel windows, pressed into books and calendars, like Catholic celebrities, sacred movie stars. There’s a saint for every day and a patron for every profession. Cecilia for music, Luke for doctors, Genesius for prostitutes and actors. You’ve got Jude for desperate causes and there’s even Saint Claire of Assisi, who saw visions on the wall of her cell, of events unfolding far, far away. She’s the patron saint of television. It got so you recognized the saints’ hairdos or their particular wounds. Sad Saint Lucy with her eyeballs on a plate, or the virgin Agatha with her breasts on a platter, or Saint Denis, carrying his own head down from Mont Martre. Halloween is nothing to a kid from Catholic school. Everywhere you look, there’s blood and gore and metaphor.


  Sister Agatha was passionate about the saints. I remember how annoyed she was on the feast of Saint Martin when I replied to her inquiry that I didn’t know much about him.


  “If you’re lucky enough to share a name with a saint,” she said, “then you should know their feast day. Agatha’s, for example, is the fifth of February.” Sister picked up a piece of chalk and wrote on the board in beautiful, curvy letters: AGATHA. “It means ‘good girl’ in Greek. She was the first, the very first virgin martyr of the church.” Sister touched her chest, leaving a smudge of white over her heart.


  She made me stand and read Saint Martin’s story aloud from Miniature Stories of the Saints. When I opened to the proper page there was a dreamy drawing of him: long brown hair, handsome face with dark eyes gazing up toward . . . up. I knew right away that if he lived here-now instead of Rome-then, he would have been captain of the team and picked me right away.


  The book told how he was a soldier who met a freezing beggar in the street one day. Having nothing but the cloak on his back to offer the poor man, Martin took his sword and chopped his cape and gave half of it to the beggar, who, lucky for Martin, turned out to be God.


  That day during recess, Ricky Flynn cornered me. “Give me half of your Mars bar.”


  “No,” I responded.


  “Come on,” he said. “I’m the beggar, you be the saint.”


  I didn’t see how, with his mean eyes and snotty nose, Ricky’s could be the face of God, but that’s the tricky part. So I ripped my candy in half and Ricky just laughed with his mouth full. “Thanks, Saint Martin.” I felt stupid and mad and more unsaintly than ever. You see, we’re supposed be like them, the saints, but they’re all holy and dead and it’s hard to know where to begin.


  One day we third graders were having a silent study period, waiting for the hands to reach 2:45. I should have been reading but I was dreaming about Wesley, the neighbor boy who occasionally babysat my older sister and me. I didn’t know why but I longed to sit next to Wesley as next to a fire on a winter’s night. But he always remained alone and silent at the end of our living room couch, studying his geometry while I sat on the floor doodling his name in my workbook. It seems that during my daydream I stuck my hands in my front pockets. Suddenly, Sister Agatha was in front of my desk.


  “Stop that,” she whispered, or hissed, really, as if she’d transformed into the serpent of Eden she talked of incessantly. I sat up straight, my hands still caught in my corduroys. “Do you need to make a trip to the toilet?”


  “No.”


  “Then stop it.” She pointed to my pockets. Mortified, I pulled my hands out and folded them on top of Phonics for Fun. She was trembling. Or that’s how my mind’s eye, my body, remembers it: this hallowed nun quaking at my offense. “That’s nothing down there,” she said “to be toying with.” I didn’t know why, but I knew well, my body was fit to blame.


  She walked to the front of the class and clapped three times—her signal that it was time for another lesson about how we’re bad.


  “Children, if the devil has his way, we’ll never reach our greatest desire: Union with God in the life everlasting.” She straightened her little round glasses and looked right at me. “There’s a war inside of us, children, because the Kingdom of God dwells within but so does our sin. There’s not a lot of room in there”—she placed a hand on her stomach—“and they are both going at it, white knight and black, angel and devil, tangling us up. And if”—she raised a finger—“if you allow . . .” She stepped toward me and the bell rang. She never finished.
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  IT WAS A HOT afternoon in June, soon after I’d made it through third grade, and my new friend, Nathan, knocked at the back door.


  “Mart. Get your swim trunks. Let’s walk to the JCC.”


  “OK,” I said, glad to follow him anywhere.


  Nathan and his family lived just across the chain-link fence, in the yellow-brick house kitty-corner behind us. I didn’t know much about them until one day I started seeing Nathan in his backyard taking care of his gerbil, Moxie. Nathan was tall for his age and had the longest, blackest hair I’d ever seen on a boy. I first learned his name when his mother yelled, “Nathan, get your butt in here!” Her voice shook the pussy willows surrounding our incinerator. He asked me over one afternoon to watch Creature Feature. I found out he was a year older than I and went to shul as well as a school. Everyone—his three big brothers and sister—talked at once and loudly. His father was a wrestling coach and was always grabbing Nathan’s brothers and pinning them to the floor. It was a war zone of affection. I didn’t see Nathan often but whenever I did, he always showed up out of the blue, with a definite plan.


  “Come on,” he said, standing on our patio that bright June day, straightening his cool wire-framed glasses. “This is a day for swimming.”


  “OK.”


  I followed, picking up what I could of his overflowing confidence. Past Flamingo, a right on Forest, we hopped barefoot down the broiling pavement past the rectangle houses, big porch, little porch, big, all the way to the Jewish Community Center.


  I remember how the light shimmered on the water. This was the biggest and best pool around, shallow to deep packed with horseplay and high-pitched laughter. This was no place for laps, just splashing under the mile-high sky, pink backs smeared with Coppertone.


  Eyes red, fingers shriveled, Nathan yanked my foot from under water, leapt up and out of the pool, calling, “Follow me.”


  Magic words. I trailed his lanky frame up a back stairwell, stepping into his wide, wet footprints. We dripped our way down a long hall, feet-flops echoing along the polished tiles. As we reached the end of the yellow-colored hall, I smelled smoke. Nathan pushed open a door and—my God—it was a foreign country. A sprawling room filled with dozens of dads. They were seated around card tables or perched in fat lounge chairs watching the ball game.


  “That was a bullshit penalty!” one man roared, sticking a cigar back into his mouth.


  Some concentrated on books and newspapers. They were all naked. Naked as could be. Except some had on white socks and brown sandals, the kind Jesus used to wear. I was astounded. I’d never really seen bare grown-ups. Somehow, in my world, people emerged from separate compartments, scrubbed and fully clothed. The men had towels around their necks and were moving slowly in and out of steamy doors, chatting. This must be what they meant, I thought, by Community Center. Or by Jewish.


  I panicked, thinking I didn’t belong here. Not allowed. That we’d wandered into something definitely venial, possibly mortal. But Nathan, with his usual assuredness, plunged right through the bare bodies. I followed, head down.


  There was Nathan’s dad, sitting on a small stool with a crossword folded over his lap. I clenched, preparing for him to yell like he did at home. Nathan’s dad looked up, his gray eyes flashing.


  “Hi, sweethearts,” he said, quiet as could be. “What’s doing?”


  Nathan borrowed his dad’s towel and sat down on his knee to help with the puzzle. I wandered through the smoky sweat, lost in a forest of men. Who knew the human physique had so many shapes and shades? Or that human hair grew in such places and patterns? I heard splashing on the other side of a swinging door. I went in.


  It was a huge chamber filled with showers, the kind I’d seen once when I visited the local public high school. There was only one grown-up in the room. A guy around eighteen or nineteen, I figured. He stood at the last shower opposite the door, rinsing shampoo from his curly brown hair. White suds made their way down his neck and chest. I recognized him. He was the lifeguard who blew the whistle when we ran too fast to the deep end. He was wearing red trunks with the cross on them. Not the crucifix, but the little white cross that meant he’d save you if you were hurt or drowning. He glanced my way. He had the whitest teeth you ever saw.


  I turned on the nearest shower, next to the door. The warm water soothed my neck, ran down my spine. I loved that feeling. It’s what lured me out of bed on school mornings before 8:30 Mass. I watched the water glide down my stomach and jump off the drawstrings of my baggy trunks, scattering and flowing away. It had been another funny day with Nathan. Whenever I was with him, such grown-up things seemed to happen.


  I looked up and saw the lifeguard taking off his red trunks. He began wringing them in the shower, his wide back tilted, twisting with the effort. He was bright white where his suit had just been, the rest of him dark with summer. He turned then and, in an instant, I froze under the hot water. My insides tangled, tightened as the space between him and me filled up with something that made my heart race.


  Would I look like that in ten years? I wondered. A perfect triangle of hair below my belly? Everything . . . larger? I turned away and tightened my strings. I stared at the yellow tile, imagining ways I might begin to drown under a shower.


  I twisted back around, I couldn’t keep, I couldn’t stop, looking at his . . . him.


  I heard voices—Sister Agatha’s, Sister Joan’s—tell me this was wrong, rude. Or worse, this was my will acting up. Involuntarily curious, like Eve. I knew I should turn away but, heavenly God, he was beautiful. I watched the water slide across his skin and I could swear I was recollecting something I already knew. I recognized something in his shape; I felt some infinite hope in his particular curves.


  He turned off the water and reached to grab his towel from a nearby hook. He shot me a look. I lowered my eyes to the drain, then peeked again. He dried his hair in a way that said he had no idea how nude he was, and then he wrapped the towel around his hips and walked my way. I dropped my eyes again to the swirl of water. I felt him, long-limbed and easy, right next to me. He paused and I looked up. His eyes were brown. And kind. He nodded—a polite farewell—as he reached for the handle of the door, and when he’d gone all I felt at the pit of my stomach was the weight of it. All I could see, stretched from now to forever, was the terrible trouble I was in.


  

  · 4 ·


  FOR AS LONG as I could remember, since kindergarten at least, mornings were trouble. I often woke sick to my stomach. As I got older, I used to sneak out to the side of the house to barf right before car pool came to pick us up for school. I’d plant my feet in the snow near the naked rosebush, press my forehead against the brick, and get it out. If I could time it right, if I got past these early moments of the day without anyone hearing, it’d be OK. None of the questions. What’s wrong with you? Sick again? I had no explanations. Only embarrassment. At first, everyone figured it was the flu or a bad bit of food. But then it happened too often. I couldn’t skip school. Not again. Mom and everyone else lost patience. But if I could keep it a secret, get it over with quietly, then I could go to school, get on with the day. Every day a test, a chance to please. A chance to bring home As—the marks that held power, it seemed, to brighten the gloom. To make Mom smile. I’d lean into the brick and what wanted out so badly squeezed its way up the back of my throat. It spilled and burned right through the snow, a yellow hole down to the dirt. I’d wipe my mouth, tuck in my shirt, hurry along to grab my books before car pool honked. Hurry along, wondering what in the world was wrong with my body.


  There was a statue of the Virgin Mary outside school. She was blinding white up on her pedestal, her arms lovingly outstretched, her wrists cocked in this odd way that always made me think she was directing traffic. You could sit on the steps, not far from Mary, and look west to see the whole front range of the Rockies, from Pike’s Peak in the south to Long’s in the north and all the mountains in between, standing jagged and mighty over our Disturbed Region. That’s what Father Elser—our priest and sometimes science teacher—told us Denver is called in geologic terms. A Disturbed Region. Because of all the tectonic accidents and violent collisions that create such beauty. He told us that a rock, a mountain, may look at rest, but they most certainly are not. Everything is filled with ceaseless subatomic motion. Often, in the mornings before Mass, I would stop and chat with Mary or with the godly view, the way you do with mountains and statues because you sense that somewhere behind the stillness, behind the scenes, they are alive somehow and keeping an eye on things.


  One morning I was sitting out on the steps getting air, staring west, when Paula Plank appeared and gave me a kiss. She’d been running. She was out of breath and late, like me, but she stopped and stood still at the bottom of the stairs.


  “Hi,” she said.


  “Hi.”


  Her cheeks were flushed, two splotches of red spreading over freckles. We locked eyes for a second, blue on blue, twinkle to twinkle. She said not another word, though I thought I heard her brand-new breasts whisper morning from beneath her plaid uniform. She reached out and gave me a kiss—a chocolate kiss—and ran.


  I watched her go; the pleats of her skirt swirling, her plump calves scrambling up the steps. When she reached the side door of our church, the bells began clanging across the clear sky. She turned to wave and beckon me, then slipped inside. I stood there in my navy blue jacket and gray wool pants, and pondered Paula’s gift. It sat like a big silver teardrop in the palm of my hand. And out of the top of it, like a tiny plume of smoke, flowed a ribbon on which was printed in light blue letters: kisses kisses kisses.


  I should have told Paula: No, thanks. It was Lent and I’d given up chocolate. “Virtue grows through deliberate acts,” Sister Christine had said on the day we wrote on a secret piece of paper what we’d chosen to sacrifice for the five and a half weeks leading up to Easter. “Pray for grace, you’ll get the help you need.”


  But the kiss was so sweetly, so quickly, given. It would have been rude to refuse. Put it away, save it for Easter, tally up your virtue, I thought. I glanced toward our square yellow-brick school, toward the rectory, the convent. Not a witness in sight. Inside, at Mass, they were reciting the Creed by now. We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, Maker of Heaven and Earth, of all that is seen and unseen. I peeled back the foil. I took a bite. There was a loud bang. I popped to my feet and shoved what was left of Paula’s gift into my pocket. I turned to see it was the screen door. The slamming of the convent door, and there was Sister Christine, hiking up her habit, dancing down the steps.


  Sister Christine was our sixth-grade teacher. I loved her. You know how there always seems to be one nun in the bunch who’s different, cool. That was her, Sister Christine. She had a twelve-string guitar and a bucktoothed grin that made you want to sing. She was a tall, handsome woman with reddish brows and, I think, red hair—though that was another mystery that remained just beyond the veil. She still wore hers while most of the other nuns had taken them off. I asked her why once and she said, “I wear my veil as a constant statement of a deeper reality.” She was full of sayings. During class she’d often repeat, “Remember, it’s through discipline that the transcendent enters our lives.” She’d grown up on a ranch north of town and you could see it in her mighty stride. She marched straight for church, swinging her guitar case. Her rosary beads clacked against her thigh. I chewed fast and held still on the steps. She came to a halt and turned her head.


  “Marty,” she called out. “You’re late.”


  “I know. Sorry.”


  She took a quick glance toward church, then walked over to the top of the steps.


  “Lord, it’s so clear today.” She caught my eye. She was one of those adults who, when they looked at you, really looked. I ran my tongue around my teeth and swallowed, hoping to erase any trace of my transgression. “Marty? Are you sick again?”


  “I’m OK. How are you?”


  “Fine. Just . . . not sleeping well.” She moved down a couple steps toward me and propped her guitar case up, held the neck of it. “Have you been practicing your tunes?”


  “Yep.”


  Sister was the first person in the world who ever said she thought I might be musical. That’s how it started. Now I was studying with her twice a week, during recess, just the two of us chatting on a pair of stools, me learning chords on my cruddy little guitar. Tie me kangaroo down sport, tie me kangaroo down. I was always glad to be with her and not out on the playground, worrying about which sort of ball might hit me in the head.


  “Marty, you need to get a better instrument. A real guitar. They’re not that expensive. Why don’t you find a way to earn a little extra money?”


  “A job?”


  “You’re at the age where that might be really good for you.” She gazed again toward the mountains. “Hard to believe Lent’s already here. Everything’s going to bloom soon. What did you give up, Marty?”


  “Chocolate.” I looked down at my loafers.


  “That’s a tough one.”


  I nodded.


  “Our Lord spent forty days and forty nights in the desert with no food or drink. And all for us.”


  “Why us?”


  “We’re blessed.”


  “He must’ve nibbled something.”


  “Nope.”


  “How do you know?”


  “It’s written.”


  “Forty days. Why so long?”


  “Lent is good practice for when you grow up and have even greater appetites to curb.” She looked right into my dark, chocolate-stained soul. “These actions,” she said, “are part of our redemption.”


  “I know.”


  “A way of buying back what was lost.”


  “Sister . . . what did we lose?”


  “Oh . . .” She stared far away over the treetops. “Our true place of rest. Our home with God.” She picked up her guitar. “We just have to keep winning our grace.”


  My stomach growled: grace drowning in Hershey’s.


  “Come on. Hurry up, or we lose.” She started toward Mass, then stopped suddenly and turned back to look at me.


  “One day your soul shall be released, Marty.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “No, faith. You’re a good boy. You’ll be released.”


  “From what?”


  She glanced down at her sensible shoes. Her eyes had the most sorrowful look. A look that made me want to squeeze her hand or give her a kiss.


  “From loneliness,” she said. “From being alone.”


  We both stared toward Mount Evans. One stately cloud, all marbled and bright, slid slowly north. She nudged me in the arm with her big elbow.


  “Look at those hills!” she cried. “Nil Sine Numine.”


  “What prayer is that?”


  “Not a prayer, exactly. It’s our Colorado state motto: ‘Nothing without Providence.’” She snatched up her guitar and stepped swiftly. “Come along . . . can’t keep still. Time to move.”
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  SISTER’S SUGGESTION THAT I find a way to earn money gave particular motion to the motion of things.


  I got a job. And the most astonishing thing about becoming a Denver Post paperboy, besides ringing people’s doorbells and taking their cash, was that suddenly I was friends with George Doyle. Chubby, mean, paperboy. The neighborhood menace. Though he was Catholic and lived just around the corner, chances of us ever being chums were slim. He was public (McMean) and two years and most of puberty ahead of me. His idea of fun was dropping a lit M-80 firecracker into the corner mailbox. Bang! So I was astonished when, at our paperboy marketing powwows, he seemed to take a shine to me. He gave me advice and I gave him extra rubber bands. It was the bond of capitalism.


  He used to call me Marsh, short for Martian.


  “Marsh,” he bellowed one day, “that’s your mistake. Don’t ever collect from the Weinstocks on Friday night. Jewish people won’t touch money after sundown. It’s a Sabbath thing. Tip death. As for the Catholics, shoot for cocktail hour. Any day.”


  It was the Monday after Easter. A sunny day, the paper, slim. I flung the headlines onto the lawns of my patrons, happy to think how I’d become the final link between world events and the residents of Kearny Street. When I finished I zoomed over to George’s place, dropped my bike on their dried-up grass, ducked under their sickly weeping willow, and walked up to the porch. I felt queasy every time I came to fetch George but these nerves, I figured, were a small price to pay for the cachet of hanging out with a bona fide bully.


  I knocked on the screen door and immediately there were heavy steps. I prayed it wasn’t his dad. Tall and terrifying, he was chairman of the local NRA; had guns hanging all over the house like precious paintings. I’d gone hunting with him and George one Sunday in March. With Mr. Doyle’s coaching and a telescoped gun, I shot a gray jackrabbit right in the neck. Mr. Doyle congratulated me, one of the few times I’d heard him talk and the only time I’d seen his tight, crooked smile. He grinned as we walked through the tumbleweeds to examine the splattered body of the bunny. The rabbit’s eyes were open, frozen in a terrible question aimed at me. “Well done,” Mr. Doyle had said, nudging the belly of the rabbit with his boot. I felt sick. Worst of all, we just turned and walked away. Left it lying there, flies dancing around its bloody head. An act against all hunting rules. Now, whenever Mr. Doyle saw me he’d ask: “Wanna go hunting?”


  “Who’s there?” came a high-pitched voice.


  I was relieved it was Minnie, the live-in housekeeper.


  “It’s me, Marty.”


  “Oh. Oh . . . come in, hon.”


  She swung the door open, big smile on her face because, well, because it was me: the boy from Christ the King. She had a rag in one hand and a spray bottle of Parsons ammonia in the other. Minnie loved Parsons. Said it was the one true cleanser, like Catholic was the one true church.


  “George ain’t home yet,” she said. “He’s running late on his route . . . trouble at school. Again.” Tough as a tank, dressed like a Howard Johnson’s hostess; Minnie scooted to the fridge and took out a quart of milk. “That boy’ll be the death of me.” She slapped down a glass, then leaned against the turquoise-colored oven and clipped the Parsons to her belt, where it hung like a gun.


  “Did you have a good Easter?”


  “Yep.”


  “How’s school?”


  “OK.”


  “Who said Mass this morning?”


  “Father Elser.”


  “Oh, now . . . he’s a saint.”


  I nodded, thinking, God, if she only knew what a surly saint.


  Father Elser, our priest, was German by way of Ireland and all shriveled from years as some kind of prisoner of some kind of war somewhere. It was all sad and vague but one thing was clear: whatever happened to him, it was our fault. He was always angry about something.


  On Holy Thursday the week before, he’d stormed into our sixth-grade class in the middle of reading lab and sent Sister Christine and all the girls to the multipurpose room. His face was red, the veins in his neck sticking out.


  “Vich one of you boys stole wine from the sacristy?”


  I had that reflexive moment where I felt sure I’d done it, started to raise my hand, but we all knew it was Ricky Flynn. He’d tried every trespass on the list. Ricky didn’t fess up so we all got the usual twenty Hail Marys. Then, instead of storming out, Father walked slowly to the blackboard and picked up a piece of chalk. We watched as he scribbled:


  The Sacred Seed of God.


  Through his thick tongue, he spoke.


  “Ven you grow from a boy to a man, Got gives you the seed of life. In each drop there are a thousand hopeful Catholics. After the sacrament of marriage in the sacred act of intercourse they will race to find the egg inside a woman. The fastest one will penetrate the egg, be born and baptized into the one true church. This will happen in Got’s own time.”


  It was stunning to hear him speak of this. To hear that human beings are inside of seeds inside of us. His good gray eye (the other was glass) wandered across our frozen faces.


  “Your genitalia are for procreation. Do not abuse. If you do, you abuse Got. A mortal sin.” With that he dropped his chalk and marched out the door.


  “You want some more milk, hon?”


  “No thanks, Minnie.”


  There was the sound of a key in the front door. Minnie stiffened. George dropped his coat on the hall floor and headed for the fridge.


  “School called. They said you ditched third period.”


  George glanced around and gave Minnie a filthy look. She fondled her trigger.


  “Wait until your father comes home.”


  “He doesn’t give a shit.”


  “George!” she cried, moving toward the basement door. “Dinner’s at six,” she said as she disappeared down the steps.


  “Come on, Marsh!”


  We jumped on our bikes and flew past the shoebox-shaped houses and out onto the dirt trails
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