
​[image: ]

Pete Cossaboon

Copyright © 2026 Pete Cossaboon

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

The Golden Boy

The Boy Behind the Chapel

What His Father Called Him

Paper and Brick

Eighteen on a Tuesday

Port Authority

Work and Christopher Street

The Door

Chosen

Paper Moon Men

The Patron

After-Hours Family

The Girl in the Walls

The Last Night of the First Dream

Other Rooms, First Rumors

Tommy’s Fever

Missing the Funeral

The Clinic

Anger Learns to Walk

The Hand Reaching Back

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


For the boys who ran toward the city because home had no room for them.

For the men who found one another under music, smoke, and light, and for the ones who did not live long enough to see morning change its mind.

And for every survivor who became the hand he once needed reaching back.

Love.  Peace.  Release.
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“LOVE TAKES OFF THE masks that we fear we cannot live without and know we cannot live within.”

James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time
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​The Golden Boy
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Before anyone in the Brennan house knew what to fear in Paulie, there were photographs that said he had been loved.

They lived in a square white house with black shutters and a narrow front walk that cracked in two places before it reached the porch. In summer the paint took on a chalky brightness, and in winter the whole place seemed to draw inward, the windows filmed with cold, the gutters holding gray threads of ice, the front steps salted by Frank Brennan’s heavy hand. Years later, when Paulie thought of the house, he would remember the kitchen first, because that was where everything important either happened or failed to happen. But in the earliest pictures, the house was still mostly yard and sunlight. A metal lawn chair. A dented ashtray on the porch rail. His mother laughing with one hand lifted to shield her eyes. His father in a white undershirt, young enough that his face had not yet settled into its final hardness, holding Paulie under the arms as if displaying him to the world.

The baby in those pictures had pale gold hair that looked almost white in sun and eyes that seemed too dark and green for such a small face. He was solemn in nearly every photograph. Not sad, exactly. Watchful. In one picture, Eileen Brennan sat on the front steps with Paulie on her lap, her skirt spread over her knees, her hair pinned back from her forehead, her mouth open in a laugh at something outside the frame. Paulie stared straight into the camera with the dazed suspicion of a child who had not yet learned that being looked at could change a room.

On the back of that photograph, in Eileen’s looping hand, it said: Our golden boy, summer 1960.

For a while, that was what people called him.

At the grocery store, women leaned over the cart and said, “Would you look at that hair.” At church, old ladies with powdery cheeks and soft, cold fingers touched the crown of his head and asked Eileen where he got such eyes. His mother would smile, not proudly in a boastful way, but with the small helpless pleasure of being complimented through her child. “Not from me,” she would say, and Frank, if he was nearby, would give a grunt that might have been amusement. He did not mind it when Paulie was a baby. A baby’s beauty did not ask anything of a father yet. It did not threaten the order of things. It could be passed around, admired, kissed, then handed back.

Eileen loved him then with the ease of a young mother still surprised by the softness of her own life. She sang in the kitchen when she thought no one was listening, little bits of songs from the radio, hymns from Mass, half-remembered tunes her own mother had hummed over wash water. The kitchen was small, with yellow curtains she had sewn herself and a metal table whose chrome legs showed every fingerprint. In the morning the room smelled of percolated coffee, toast, floor wax, and Ivory soap from the laundry sink in the back room. When she lifted Paulie from his crib, she tucked him against her hip and moved through the house with him as if he were part of her own balance. He learned the world from that height: the warm hollow of her neck, the line of sunlight on linoleum, the slap of dishwater against porcelain, the radio voice announcing weather, the smell of his father’s work coat when Frank came through the door at night.

Frank Brennan worked with his hands and carried the fact of it like both proof and burden. He came home with metal dust in the seams of his skin, his fingernails dark no matter how hard he scrubbed them, the collar of his shirt damp from labor and weather. In those early years he was not yet the man Paulie would later brace himself against before he even entered a room. He was tired, strict, impatient with noise, but sometimes, when he thought no one would make a fuss over it, he could be gentle in the abrupt, embarrassed way of men who distrust tenderness even when it rises naturally in them. He would lift Paulie high enough for the baby’s feet to kick against his chest. He would let Paulie wrap one small hand around his thumb. Once, Eileen came to the kitchen doorway and found Frank sitting at the table in his undershirt with Paulie asleep against his shoulder, the baby’s mouth open, one cheek flattened against Frank’s collarbone. Frank looked up as if he had been caught doing something foolish.

“Don’t stand there grinning,” he said.

“I’m not.”

“You are.”

She was. She turned away before he could tell her to stop, but she kept smiling while she rinsed the supper plates.

There had been a time, then, when Paulie’s body was simply a body. A baby’s weight. A toddler’s damp curls. A small hand reaching for his mother’s skirt. He did not yet know that a boy could be judged by the way he stood, the things he noticed, the pitch of his delight. He knew floors and chairs and the red rubber ball he pushed beneath the sofa and cried over until his mother got down on her knees with a broom handle to fish it out. He knew the soft underside of blankets pulled from the line, still carrying sun. He knew the smell of his father’s shaving cream and the startling brightness of blood when Frank nicked himself above the jaw and dabbed it with toilet paper. He knew the small devotional card of the Sacred Heart tucked into the frame of his mother’s bedroom mirror, Christ’s exposed heart painted red and gold, terrible and beautiful to him before he understood either word.

Beauty reached him early through ordinary things. It came in the blue glass bowl his mother kept on the shelf though they never used it. It came in the pale pink lining of her church coat, glimpsed when she opened it to check her slip before Mass. It came in the bright stacked spools in her sewing tin, in the green and amber windows above the altar, in the clean white gloves old women wore on Easter, in the way sunlight made dust visible and then holy for the length of a room. He was a quiet child with a habit of looking too long. At five, he could sit under the kitchen table and turn a bottle cap between his fingers, watching how the ridges caught the light. He liked things that shimmered, things that opened, things that hid one color inside another. His mother once found him in her room holding one of her Sunday shoes in both hands, his thumb moving carefully over the smooth black patent leather.

“What are you doing in here?” she asked.

He looked up at her from the floor, startled but not guilty yet. “It’s shiny.”

She was carrying folded towels against her chest. For a second she almost laughed. He saw it come to her face and then leave. Her eyes moved past him toward the hallway, where Frank’s footsteps had sounded a moment earlier and then stopped.

“Put that back, Paulie,” she said, softly.

He obeyed.

“And don’t play with ladies’ things.”

The words were not cruel. That was what made them confusing. Her voice was mild, almost tender, but something had changed in the room. He set the shoe back in the closet, toe aligned with its mate. His mother smoothed his hair once before she left, and he followed her hand with the hungry attention of a cat. He did not understand why the shoe had been fine to look at from a distance and wrong to hold. He only understood that he had pleased some part of himself and worried some part of her.

Frank noticed those things. Not all at once. Not as accusations at first. More as a tightening around the mouth when Paulie lingered too long near the women after church, or when he sang along with his mother in the kitchen, or when he cried because a neighbor boy stomped a beetle flat on the sidewalk. Frank believed, as many men around him believed, that the world was built to break softness and that a father’s duty was to do some of the breaking early so strangers would not have the pleasure later. He would not have described it that way. He would have said he was raising a boy right.

“Don’t fuss,” he told Paulie when he cried.

“I’m not fussing,” Paulie said once, his voice small and wet.

“That there is fussing.”

Eileen was at the sink. She turned a plate under the water again and again, though it was already clean.

“He’s little,” she said.

Frank looked at her.

She set the plate in the rack.

Paulie remembered that without knowing why. Not the whole day, not what had made him cry, not whether it was summer or winter. He remembered his mother’s hand going still in the dishwater. He remembered the plate, white with a blue ring, shining under the faucet. He remembered the small silence that followed her attempt to protect him, and how quickly she stepped back from it.

At church, Frank’s rules became clearer. A boy sat still. A boy shook hands firmly. A boy did not lean against his mother once he was old enough to stand alone. A boy did not stare at stained glass when the priest was speaking. Paulie found church both frightening and irresistible. The incense made him dizzy. The statues seemed more alive to him than some of the people. He liked the hush before Mass began, the heavy wooden doors, the candles trembling in red glass cups, the women’s perfume, the murmur of prayers, the secret architecture of kneeling and standing and answering together. He liked the altar cloths and the gold thread on vestments. He liked the choir loft, where voices gathered above him like something descending.

Once, when he was six, he reached for his mother’s hand during the homily. She let him hold two fingers for almost a minute before Frank glanced down the pew. Then she withdrew gently and folded her hands in her lap.

Paulie looked at her profile, at the tiny pearl earring in her ear, at the smooth line of powder along her jaw. She kept her eyes forward. He turned forward too, but something in him remained reaching.

After Mass, in the vestibule, Mrs. Donnelly from two streets over bent toward him and said, “Eileen, he’s too pretty for a boy. Look at those lashes. You’ll have trouble with this one.”

She meant it as nothing. People said all sorts of things to children because they believed children were not yet rooms where words could live. Mrs. Donnelly laughed, and another woman laughed with her. Eileen gave the polite little smile she used when someone had stepped too close and she did not want to make a scene. Frank’s hand landed on Paulie’s shoulder.

Not hard. Not yet.

But firm enough that Paulie felt each finger through the wool of his church jacket.

“Pretty doesn’t get a man anywhere,” Frank said.

Mrs. Donnelly’s laugh thinned. “Oh, Frank, I only meant...”

“I know what you meant.”

On the walk home, Paulie’s shoulder still felt the shape of his father’s hand. He tried to keep his stride longer, less bouncy, more like Frank’s. He watched his father’s shoes strike the sidewalk and matched them as best he could. Eileen walked beside them in her good coat, holding her missal against her chest. The morning was cold enough that everyone’s breath showed. A dog barked behind a chain-link fence. Somewhere a lawn mower started too early for the season, then choked and died.

“You walk like you’re dancing,” Frank said without looking at him.

Paulie stopped moving for one second, then corrected himself so abruptly that he stumbled.

Frank sighed. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”

Eileen said nothing.

That afternoon, while Frank listened to a game on the radio in the living room, Paulie went to the bathroom and stood on the closed toilet lid so he could see himself fully in the medicine-cabinet mirror. The mirror had a dark spot near the bottom edge where the silvering had begun to rot. It cut off part of his shirt but left his face clear. He looked at his lashes, because Mrs. Donnelly had mentioned them. He looked at his mouth. He looked at his hair, which his mother had combed flat that morning but which had already lifted in soft waves around his forehead. He tried to see what adults saw when they said pretty.

He did not find it. He only found himself.

Still, the looking made him uneasy. He stepped down and washed his hands, though they were not dirty.

The house changed when the twins came.

Paulie was eight when Eileen’s belly grew round under her housedresses and neighbors began arriving with casseroles, advice, and the kind of excitement that made him feel as if the family had become a place he was visiting. His mother tired easily. She stopped singing in the kitchen, or perhaps she sang less and he noticed more. Frank seemed pleased in a guarded way, as if he had ordered something necessary and was waiting to see whether it arrived intact. When Eileen came home from the hospital with two babies instead of one, the house filled with bottles, blankets, diapers, powder, crying, relatives, and a damp milky smell that seemed to live in the curtains.

Matthew and Michael were red-faced and furious at first, identical except to Eileen, who could tell them apart by a crease in one ear and a difference in the way they rooted for the bottle. Paulie stood beside the bassinet and watched them flail their fists at the air.

“Two boys,” Frank said more than once, to anyone who would listen.

He said it with a satisfaction that made Paulie feel strange.

“Two more mouths,” Eileen said, but she was smiling when she said it.

People came and admired the babies. They said Frank had his hands full now. They said Eileen was blessed. They said Paulie must be a big helper. That phrase attached itself to him quickly. Big helper. Good boy. Watch them while I change this one. Get me the burp cloth. Bring the bottle from the sink. Don’t make noise, they just went down. Not now, Paulie. Later, Paulie. Be careful. Be quiet. Be a good big brother.

He loved them. That was the trouble. He loved the hot, damp weight of them against his chest when his mother let him hold one on the sofa. He loved the way their fingers opened and closed without purpose. He loved that Michael quieted when Paulie hummed, and that Matthew stared at him with an intensity that felt like being trusted. But the twins took up the space where his mother’s attention had once moved freely. They needed her constantly, and need gave them permission Paulie seemed to have outgrown without being told.

At night, when both babies cried, Eileen moved through the house like someone underwater, hair coming loose, robe hanging open over her nightgown, one baby against her shoulder, the other wailing from the crib. Frank helped sometimes, badly and with impatience, but he had work in the morning, and his work became the final argument in every room. Paulie learned to wake silently. He learned to lie still and listen. He learned that wanting his mother when the twins needed her made him selfish, so he tried not to want her.

Once, when he came into the kitchen with a nightmare still clinging to him, Eileen was sitting at the table with Matthew asleep in her arms and Michael in the basket near her feet. The only light came from the stove, and the room was blue with early morning. She looked up at Paulie, and for a moment her face softened in the old way.

“What is it, sweetheart?”

The word almost undid him.

“I had a dream.”

“Oh, Paulie.”

He took one step toward her. Matthew stirred in her arms. Michael made a small sound in the basket.

From the doorway to the hall, Frank’s voice came rough with sleep. “For Christ’s sake, Eileen, don’t start babying him too.”

Eileen looked at Paulie, then at the baby in her arms.

“It was just a dream,” she said quietly. “Go on back to bed.”

Paulie did.

In the morning she made him cinnamon toast without mentioning it. The sugar melted into the butter in dark little freckles, and she cut the bread diagonally because she knew he liked it that way. He ate it slowly, understanding something he could not bear to know: his mother still loved him, but her love had become a thing that arrived after the danger passed.

Frank’s pride in the twins was easier, rougher, less guarded. As they grew, they became noise and motion. They banged spoons on the table, threw blocks, wrestled, screamed with laughter, broke things, escaped their clothes, tracked mud into the hall. Frank scolded them, but there was amusement beneath it. They were boys in a way that seemed to reassure him. Their wildness looked familiar. Their mess could be forgiven as strength arriving early.

Paulie watched the difference and hated himself for noticing.

When Matthew knocked over a lamp, Frank cursed and told him to watch where he was going, but later ruffled his hair. When Paulie dropped a glass because his hands were wet, Frank said, “Pay attention. You float around like some kind of damn ghost.” When Michael cried because he scraped his knee, Frank said, “You’re all right, champ.” When Paulie cried at a film in school and another boy told everyone, Frank heard about it from someone at the plant whose wife worked in the cafeteria.

That night at supper, he looked at Paulie across the table and said, “You crying at pictures now?”

Eileen’s fork paused over her plate.

Paulie’s face went hot. “No.”

“No?”

“It was just a sad part.”

Frank leaned back. The twins, five by then, kept eating, though more slowly.

“A sad part,” Frank said.

Paulie looked at his mashed potatoes.

“You want the world to pat your hand every time something’s sad, you’re in for a long life.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. You don’t know a damn thing about long.”

Eileen said, “Frank, let him eat.”

Frank looked at her, and she looked down.

Paulie pressed his fork into the potatoes until the tines disappeared.

The strange thing was that Frank did not hate him. Paulie knew this even as a child, and it made everything harder to understand. Frank came to his school concerts. He fixed the chain on Paulie’s bicycle. He taught him how to check the oil in the car and how to carry heavy things with the weight in his legs instead of his back. He bought him a winter coat when Paulie outgrew the old one and pretended not to care whether it fit. He would have stood between Paulie and a stranger with no hesitation. But inside the house, in the daily weather of it, Frank treated certain parts of his son as though they were threats he had to defeat before they spread.

Paulie grew around that contradiction the way a tree grows around wire.

He became good at sensing rooms. He knew from the sound of Frank’s key in the back door whether the evening would be safe. He knew from the way his mother moved pans on the stove whether she was nervous. He knew when to keep the twins laughing and when to send them upstairs. He knew how to make his face agreeable without seeming eager, how to answer a question without offering information, how to disappear while standing in plain sight.

At school, he did well enough. He was not the loudest boy, not the weakest, not the one teachers worried over. He had friends in the loose way boys did, through proximity and habit: boys he sat near, boys he traded baseball cards with, boys who came over and wrestled with the twins while Paulie’s mother poured Kool-Aid into plastic cups. But there was always a glass wall between Paulie and the ease other boys seemed to have. They threw their arms around each other without thinking and then shoved away. They changed clothes in the locker room with careless modesty. They spat, boasted, lied, insulted, forgave. Paulie studied them like someone trying to pass a test whose questions had not been written down.

His own body complicated him. By ten he was already pretty in a way that had stopped being babyish. His hair darkened from white-gold to a warmer blond, thick and unruly unless cut close. His eyes stayed green, deepening as his face sharpened. Women still remarked on him, but now their remarks made his father go quiet. Girls liked him before he knew what to do with being liked. They passed notes, chased him on the playground, asked him to sit beside them, touched his arm when they laughed. Boys noticed that too and made him pay for it.

“Brennan thinks he’s a movie star,” one said after school.

“I do not.”

“Look at him. He’s blushing.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. Pretty Paulie.”

The name followed him for two weeks. Pretty Paulie. Sometimes whispered, sometimes sung. He fought once, badly. He got a split lip and a note sent home. Frank read the note at the kitchen table while Paulie stood near the refrigerator, tasting blood where the cut had opened again.

“You win?” Frank asked.

Paulie blinked. “What?”

“The fight. You win?”

“No.”

Frank handed the note to Eileen. “Then don’t bring me papers.”

Eileen dabbed at Paulie’s lip with a wet cloth later, after Frank had gone to the garage. Her touch was gentle, and Paulie hated how quickly he leaned toward it.

“You shouldn’t fight,” she said.

“He called me names.”

“I know.”

“You don’t know what he called me.”

She stopped. The cloth was cool against his mouth.

For a moment he thought she might ask.

Instead she said, “Boys are cruel. Try not to let them see it bothers you.”

That became another lesson. Do not let them see.

The first time Paulie ran because he wanted to, he was eleven.

It was late spring, after supper, the air warm enough that the windows were open and the house smelled of cut grass, frying oil, and the damp earth Frank had turned over beside the garage. The twins were fighting over a toy truck in the living room. Frank was listening to the ball game. Eileen asked Paulie to take the trash out, and he did, glad to step into the yard where the evening had gone blue around the edges. He carried the metal can to the curb, set it down, and then, for no reason he could have explained, ran.

He ran past the O’Rourkes’ house, past the corner where the sidewalk lifted around the maple roots, past the schoolyard fence, past the church parking lot, where the last light lay flat on the windshields of parked cars. He ran in his jeans and canvas sneakers, without stretching, without timing, without anyone calling his name. At first it was only movement. Then it became something else. His breath came hard, but the hardness was clean. His arms pumped. His hair blew back. The neighborhood loosened around him. He did not have to answer, explain, soften, harden, look right, sound right, be grateful, be careful. He only had to keep moving.

He ran until his side cramped and his mouth tasted sharp. He stopped near the empty lot behind the school and bent with his hands on his knees, laughing because no one could hear him. The laugh surprised him. It came out of his body like something freed from a jar.

When he came home, Frank was on the porch.

“Where the hell were you?”

Paulie slowed at the walk, still breathing hard. “Running.”

Frank looked him over. “From what?”

Paulie did not know how to answer.

Frank stepped down from the porch and came closer. “You don’t take off like that without telling somebody.”

“I’m sorry.”

“You hear me?”

“Yes, sir.”

Frank’s eyes stayed on him. Then something changed. Not softness. Interest. He looked at Paulie’s chest rising and falling, the sweat at his hairline, the color in his face.

“How far’d you go?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?”

“I just ran.”

Frank stared at him a moment longer, then nodded toward the house. “Wash up.”

The next week, Frank mentioned it to a neighbor whose older boy ran track. By fall, Paulie was on the school team.

At first, the track was still his. The oval behind the school had cracked red surface and weeds at the fence line. In damp weather, the air smelled of rubber, mud, and cut grass. He liked the ritual of practice: shoes tied tight, breath counted, body warmed into readiness, the world reduced to lane and line. He liked the silence just before a race, when every boy stood waiting for the crack of the starter’s pistol and even the adults seemed to hold still. There was fear in it, but fear with purpose. Fear that knew where to go.

Paulie was fast.

The first time he won, truly won, leaving the others behind by enough that the coach slapped him on the back with both hands, Frank stood at the fence with his arms crossed. Paulie looked for him before he looked at anyone else. That was how badly he wanted it. His father’s face did something rare. It opened. Not all the way, but enough. He nodded once.

On the ride home, Frank bought him a Coke at a gas station.

“Don’t get a big head,” he said, handing it over.

“I won’t.”

“You keep at it, you might have something.”

Paulie held the cold bottle between both hands. It was the closest thing to blessing he had received in months.

He kept at it.

Then Frank bought a stopwatch.

After that, running changed by degrees so small no one could have pointed to the day it happened. Frank came to practices when he could. He stood at the fence, thumb on the stopwatch, eyes narrowed against the sun. He talked about form, though he had never run track. He talked about discipline, though what he meant was obedience. He talked about winners as if they were a different species of person, cleaner and harder, made safe by victory.

“You look back, you’re already beat,” he told Paulie.

“I didn’t look back.”

“You wanted to.”

Paulie had no answer for that. His father had a way of accusing him not only of what he did, but of what he might have felt while doing it.

Still, for a while, winning helped. It gave Frank something to praise that did not embarrass him. It gave Paulie a place to put his body where no one could call it wrong if it crossed the line first. Teachers began to know him for something other than his face. Boys who had mocked him had less to say when he outran them. Girls watched from the bleachers. Frank clipped results from the paper and folded them into a shoebox.

Eileen saved them too, though more quietly. She put one clipping on the refrigerator with a magnet shaped like an apple. In the photograph, Paulie was caught mid-stride, hair blown back, mouth open, arms driving, eyes fixed ahead. He looked fierce and almost unrecognizable to himself. The headline named him a local standout. Frank read it twice at breakfast and corrected the reporter’s description of the race.

“He didn’t surge late,” Frank said. “He held back too long and had to make up for it.”

Eileen smiled at Paulie. “You look handsome.”

Frank folded the paper. “He looks fast. That’s what matters.”

Paulie looked down at his plate, but he was smiling anyway.

He was twelve then, and still young enough to mistake attention for arrival.

Years later, after the clubs, after the men, after mornings he could not remember and hospital rooms he would never forget, Paulie would think of that photograph often. Not because it was the best picture of him. It was not. There would be other pictures later, nightclub pictures, Polaroids and contact sheets and glossy shots where his blond hair caught the flash and his green eyes looked almost theatrical under powder and sweat. Men would want those pictures. Some would keep them. Some would use them. Some would look at them after he had left a room and believe they had known something about him.

But the track photograph held a different sorrow. It caught him before he knew how many ways a body could be wanted by other people. Before he knew that speed could become a leash, beauty a market, desire a wound others could enter through. In the picture, he was running with everything he had, and no one looking at it could see that he was already learning to flee.

The first true correction came after a church picnic the summer he was twelve.

It was one of those humid afternoons when paper plates softened in people’s hands and women kept lifting napkins to their necks. The men stood near coolers under the shade, talking about work, baseball, gasoline prices, the mayor, the country going to hell. Children ran wild between folding tables. The church hall doors stood open, and inside, box fans pushed hot air from one side of the room to the other without cooling it. Eileen had made potato salad. Frank had brought beer in a cooler and pretended it was for other men.

Paulie spent most of the afternoon helping with the twins, who were four and filthy by noon. He wiped ketchup from Michael’s shirt and found Matthew’s missing shoe under a table. At some point, the girls began playing music from a portable radio near the steps. A song came on with a bright, insistent rhythm, something with handclaps and strings, and a few of the girls started dancing, laughing at themselves, arms loose, hair sticking to their faces in the heat.

Paulie watched.

He did not mean anything by it. He liked the sound, the ease of it, the way movement could be useless and still make sense. One of the girls, Karen Donnelly, grabbed his hand and pulled him toward them.

“Come on, Paulie,” she said.

“No, I don’t...”

But she was laughing, and the other girls were laughing, and for a moment their laughter did not feel cruel. It felt like an invitation into light. He let himself be pulled. He moved badly at first, self-conscious and stiff, then better, because his body understood rhythm the way it understood running. The girls clapped when he spun Karen once, and she laughed so hard she nearly slipped. Paulie laughed too. Sweat ran down his back. The twins shouted his name from under a table. Eileen looked over from the food line and smiled.

Then Paulie saw his father.

Frank stood near the cooler, beer in hand, watching. His expression was not anger exactly. It was worse. It was assessment. A decision being made.

Paulie stopped.

Karen tugged his hand. “What?”

“I have to go.”

He pulled away and walked toward the side of the church, heart beating too fast for such a small thing. He stood by the brick wall where the shade smelled of damp mortar and grass clippings. A bee worried the rim of an abandoned soda can.

Frank found him there a minute later.

“What was that?”

Paulie looked at the ground. “Nothing.”

“You shaking your ass with girls in front of everybody?”

“I was just playing.”

“You’re not a little kid.”

“I know.”

“You sure?”

Paulie’s throat tightened.

Frank stepped closer. He was not drunk, but he had been drinking, and beer made his contempt looser around the edges. “You want people talking?”

“No.”

“You want boys laughing at you?”

“No.”

“Then think.”

Paulie nodded.

Frank’s hand came up and gripped the back of his neck. Not hard enough to bruise. Hard enough to guide. Hard enough to remind him that his body could be corrected from the outside.

“You got gifts,” Frank said, his voice lower now. “Don’t waste them acting soft.”

Paulie stared at the brick in front of him. There was a thin crack in the mortar shaped like a river on a map.

“Yes, sir.”

Frank let go.

When Paulie returned to the picnic, the music was still playing, but he did not dance again. Karen Donnelly asked where he went. He shrugged. The twins wanted him to chase them, and he did, because running was safer. Around and around the church yard, through heat and dust and laughter, his body moving fast enough that no one could tell what it wanted.

That night, after baths and supper and the long small exhaustion of the day, Eileen came into his room with clean laundry. Paulie was sitting on the bed, tracing the seam of his blanket with one finger. His hair was wet from the bath and combed straight down, making him look younger.

“You had fun today,” she said.

He shrugged.

She placed folded shirts in the drawer. “Karen’s a nice girl.”

“I guess.”

“She likes you.”

Paulie looked at the window. Outside, moths struck the screen in soft frantic taps.

His mother sat on the edge of the bed, not close enough to touch him. “Your father just worries.”

There it was again, though Paulie did not yet know it would become one of her great sentences, the bridge she kept building over things she could not bear to name.

“He worries people will be unkind,” she said.

Paulie looked at her then. “He’s unkind.”

The sentence came out plainly, without heat, and for that reason it frightened them both.

Eileen’s face changed. She glanced toward the door, though Frank was downstairs with the television on.

“Don’t say that.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s your father.”

Paulie waited for more. Some explanation of what father meant that would make fear feel like love. None came.

She reached to smooth his hair, then stopped herself halfway and let her hand fall to the blanket. “You’ll understand when you’re older.”

He would hear that often too. When you’re older. As if age were a room where cruelty became wisdom if you waited long enough.

Eileen stood and took the empty laundry basket. At the door, she turned back.

“You looked happy when you were dancing,” she said.

Paulie did not answer.

A small sadness moved over her face, so quick he almost missed it. “Good night, sweetheart.”

After she left, he lay awake with the room still warm around him. He could hear the television downstairs, Frank’s cough, the twins whispering through the wall. His own body felt strange to him, as if it had betrayed him by finding joy where others could see. He remembered the music from the picnic and the moment before he noticed his father watching. The movement had been easy then. Not like running, exactly, but close. A body carried by something instead of driven.

He did not yet know that one day, in a city he had not seen, in a room full of mirrors and smoke and men who looked at him without apology, he would feel that same ease return to him so forcefully he would mistake it for salvation.

For now, he only knew this: happiness was safest when no one saw it.

The next morning, Frank woke him early to run.

It was barely light when they drove to the school track, the sky pale and low, the streets empty except for a milk truck and a dog nosing at a torn garbage bag. Paulie wore shorts and a sweatshirt, his legs goose-pimpled in the morning chill. Frank stood near the fence with the stopwatch. The metal track gate gave a tired screech when Paulie pushed it open.

“Warm up,” Frank said.

Paulie jogged one slow lap, breath coming white in front of him. Dew darkened his shoes. The world smelled of wet grass and rubber. His body was still heavy with sleep, but as he moved, something inside him loosened. It always did. Even now. Even with Frank watching. Even after everything. Running remained close enough to freedom to hurt.

“Again,” Frank called.

Paulie ran.

The first sprint burned through him. The second made his lungs ache. By the third, his legs began to tremble. Frank called times after each one, never satisfaction, only numbers. Paulie learned to hear judgment in fractions of seconds. He learned that breath could be measured, that effort could be doubted, that a body might give everything and still be asked for more.

On the fourth sprint, as he rounded the bend, Paulie looked toward the fence.

Frank was watching him with fierce concentration, stopwatch in hand, jaw set against the morning. Behind him, the sun was coming up over the school roof, turning the chain-link bright. For one brief, disorienting second, Paulie could not tell whether his father loved him or wanted to defeat him. The two had become braided so tightly that pulling them apart seemed impossible.

“Don’t look back!” Frank shouted.

Paulie faced forward and ran harder.

His feet struck the track. His breath tore through him. His hair lifted from his forehead. The cold air entered his chest like something clean and merciless. He ran past the line, past the place where Frank told him to stop, past the point where a good son would have slowed and turned for instruction. He kept going for five more strides, ten, fifteen, until the track curved beneath him and the empty lanes opened ahead.

For those few seconds, he was not pretty. Not soft. Not watched. Not corrected.

He was only moving.

Then Frank’s voice came again, sharp across the field, calling him back.

Paulie slowed.

He bent with his hands on his knees, tasting metal, the morning spinning slightly around him. When he stood, Frank was already walking toward him with the stopwatch closed in his fist.

“You got something,” his father said.

Paulie wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

Frank pointed toward the line. “Don’t waste it.”

Paulie nodded because he knew that was what the moment required. He nodded because approval, even burdened, still warmed him. He nodded because he was twelve and did not yet understand that some gifts are not wasted by neglect, but by being taken from the person they belong to.

Above the school roof, the sun climbed higher. The track brightened. Somewhere beyond the fence, the town was waking: engines turning, screen doors opening, radios coming on in kitchens where mothers made toast and fathers dressed for work. Paulie stood in the center of all that ordinary morning with his lungs burning and his father’s eyes on him, and something quiet inside him stepped backward.

Not gone. Not yet.

Only hiding.

That was how it began.
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By the summer Paulie Brennan was fourteen, his father could already tell the story of his running better than Paulie could.

Frank told it at church suppers, at the gas station, at the edge of the school track with one hand wrapped around the fence and the other around the stopwatch. He told it as if the gift had arrived in the family through discipline rather than escape, as if Paulie’s legs had been built out of early mornings, hard work, and paternal suspicion. There was always a lesson inside it when Frank spoke. A boy with talent had to be careful. A boy with speed had to be harder than the boys behind him. A boy who looked back was already beaten. A boy who let himself drift would be eaten alive by the world.

Paulie had learned to stand there while his father spoke, eyes lowered in a way that could pass for modesty. His hair was darker than it had been when he was small, less white-gold now and more the color of wheat held in late sun, though in summer it brightened again until women at church still looked twice before they remembered not to say too much in front of Frank. His body had begun to lengthen and refine itself, not yet a man’s body, not safely a child’s. He had the narrow waist and long legs of a runner, wrists still fine, knees often bruised, shoulders just beginning to show the work Frank demanded of him. His face had changed most treacherously of all. Childhood had not left it so much as stepped back from it. The green of his eyes seemed deeper now, less innocent because people put meaning there before he did.

He did not know what to do with the way people looked at him. He knew only that looking had consequences.

That July, Eileen signed him up for church youth camp because Father McBride had said it would be good for the older boys to spend a week outdoors with wholesome company before the school year started again. The parish sent a group every summer to St. Gabriel’s Camp, two hours north by bus, where there was a lake, a chapel, cabins with screens in the windows, and counselors from the diocesan college who wore whistles around their necks and talked about Christian fellowship as if fellowship were something that could be scheduled between swimming and supper. Frank approved because there would be boys there, running trails, chapel, rules, and no girls to distract anyone. Eileen approved because it meant one week with fewer arguments over the dinner table. The twins approved because Paulie leaving made his room, for seven days, a place they could raid without consequence.

Paulie did not approve or object. He had learned that objection required a life in which someone might be persuaded.

The morning he left, Eileen packed his duffel with more care than the week required: socks rolled into pairs, folded shirts, swimming trunks, a towel with a frayed edge, a small bottle of shampoo, toothpaste, a plastic comb, and a brown paper bag of sandwiches wrapped in wax paper. The kitchen smelled of coffee, bananas turning soft in the bowl, and the damp heat that came before thunderstorms. The twins were fighting over a deck of cards at the table, slapping them down hard enough to bend the corners. Frank stood by the back door in his work shirt, checking his watch as if the bus had inconvenienced him personally.

“You listen to the counselors,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“No smart mouth.”

“No, sir.”

“You run if they let you. Don’t sit around getting soft.”

“I won’t.”

Frank looked him over. “And don’t come back with any foolishness.”

Paulie did not ask what kind of foolishness. In that house, foolishness was a wide country, and he had crossed its borders too often without knowing.

Eileen came from the counter with the paper bag and pressed it into his hands. “Eat before the bus if you get hungry.”

“I will.”

She reached toward his hair, then stopped because Frank was watching. Instead she brushed something invisible from his shoulder. “Be good.”

The phrase hurt more than she meant it to. Be good. As if goodness were still a question on which the week might report back.

The bus left from the church parking lot under a sky already beginning to whiten with heat. Boys climbed aboard carrying sleeping bags, duffels, baseball gloves, comic books, and the restless cruelty of being freed from parents for a week while still under the care of God. The girls were going to a different session in August, which made the boys louder, as if the absence of girls required proof of something. Paulie sat halfway back by the window and set his duffel between his feet. He watched Eileen stand near the church steps with the other mothers, one hand raised against the sun. Frank had already gone to work.

When the bus pulled out, the boys cheered for no reason. Someone started singing. Someone threw a wadded paper napkin that hit the driver’s shoulder and earned a warning. Paulie turned toward the window and watched the church fall behind: the brick bell tower, the statue of Mary in her stone grotto, the parish hall doors propped open, the parking lot shimmering where oil had darkened the pavement. Eileen became smaller, then a shape among other shapes, then nothing.

For two hours, the bus smelled of vinyl seats warmed by bodies, peanut butter sandwiches, grass, sweat, and the faint sourness of boys pretending not to be homesick. The windows rattled in their frames. Farms passed, then gas stations, then roads lined with pines. The farther north they went, the more the air changed. It came through the cracked windows with a green smell Paulie could not name at first, something resinous and cool beneath the heat. Pine needles. Lake water. Dirt that had not been covered by pavement.

St. Gabriel’s appeared at the end of a long gravel road, a cluster of wooden cabins set among trees, the chapel on a small rise above the lake. The chapel was painted white, with a green roof and narrow windows that caught the sun in dull colored panes. A wooden cross stood near the entrance, weathered silver where rain had worn the stain away. Beyond it, the lake spread blue-black under afternoon light, its surface broken by dragonflies and the awkward splashing of boys already trying to show one another they were not afraid of deep water.

The counselors unloaded them with cheerful authority. Bags went to cabins. Shoes were lined up beneath bunks. Names were checked on clipboards. Rules were recited near the flagpole: no swimming without a counselor, lights-out meant lights-out, chapel attendance required, no going beyond the marked trail, no roughhousing near the dock, no profanity, no sneaking cigarettes, no leaving the cabin after night bell. The boys listened with the false innocence of people already searching for ways around every rule.

Paulie’s cabin smelled of pine boards, old mattresses, damp towels, bug spray, and the sweet rot of wet leaves trapped under the floor. Eight bunks ran along the walls, four on each side. A screened window looked toward the lake, though the view was mostly trees. Names were carved into the underside of the bunk above his: RICK 1969, LOU + MARIE, GO HOME, a crude drawing someone had scratched into the wood and half-covered with pencil shading. Paulie took a lower bunk because one of the counselors told him to, and because choosing anything first seemed like asking to be challenged.

The boy who took the bunk above him was named Jamie Tierney.

Paulie noticed him first because Jamie dropped his pillow.

It fell from the top bunk and landed on Paulie’s folded towel with a soft thud. A second later Jamie’s face appeared upside down over the edge, flushed from heat, dark hair falling toward the floor.

“Sorry,” he said.

“It’s okay.”

Jamie grinned, embarrassed and quick. “My mother packed everything like I was going to war.”

Paulie looked at the pillow, then at the army-green duffel Jamie had dragged beside the bunk. “You got more socks than I do.”

“I got more socks than the counselors.”

Paulie smiled before he could decide whether smiling was safe.

Jamie climbed down, one foot searching for the wooden rail, then the floor. He was a little shorter than Paulie, with brown hair cut unevenly above the ears and a sunburn already rising across his nose though they had only been there an hour. His front tooth overlapped the one beside it, just enough to make his smile seem private. He had a nervous way of pushing his hair back from his forehead even when it had not fallen. He wore a T-shirt from a parish softball league and sneakers with one lace knotted where it had broken.

“You run track, right?” Jamie asked.

Paulie stiffened slightly. “Yeah.”

“My cousin saw you at county. He said you’re fast.”

Paulie looked down at the towel and picked a thread from its edge. “I guess.”

“You guess?” Jamie laughed. “That’s a dumb thing to guess about.”

Paulie did not know whether to be offended. Then he saw that Jamie meant no harm. The laugh was not sharp. It did not put him on display. It simply came and went.

“I’m not good at baseball,” Jamie said, as if offering a trade. “I duck when the ball comes at me.”

Paulie looked up. “Why?”

“Because I have a brain.”

This time Paulie laughed.

The first day passed in a confusion of whistles, meals, prayers, and heat. They swam in the lake after supper, the water warm near the dock and cold where the bottom dropped away. Boys shouted and splashed, climbing over each other, daring each other to swim farther, to hold their breath longer, to jump from the post where the counselors told them not to stand. Paulie swam well enough but preferred the clean violence of running to the uncertain weightlessness of water. Still, the lake felt good on his skin after the bus, after the cabin, after the airless chapel where everyone had sung too loudly and the hymnals smelled of dust and many hands.

Jamie swam badly and without shame. He thrashed more than kicked, came up coughing, and laughed at himself with water streaming from his hair.

“You’re going to drown standing up,” Paulie said.

Jamie wiped his eyes. “Then save me, track star.”

“Running won’t help in water.”

“You’ll think of something.”

The words were nothing. The kind of thing boys said while treading water under a pink evening sky. Still, Paulie felt them move somewhere inside him, not as meaning yet, but as warmth. Jamie trusted him in a way that seemed careless and easy. He asked questions without cornering him. He accepted answers without inspecting them. He sat beside Paulie at supper because their cabin had been assigned the same table, and then kept sitting beside him even when he could have moved. He passed the bread. He made a face at the watery beans. During chapel, when one of the counselors led them in a hymn too high for most of the boys to sing properly, Jamie leaned closer and whispered, “If heaven sounds like this, I’m taking my chances.”

Paulie choked on a laugh and disguised it as a cough.

The counselor looked back.

Both boys stared down at their hymnals, shoulders shaking.

For three days, nothing happened except the small things that make a week feel larger than it is. They woke to the bell and the smell of toothpaste, damp wood, and boys’ feet. They made their bunks badly and were made to remake them. They sat through morning prayer while sunlight crossed the chapel floor in colored rectangles. They swam until their eyes burned. They hiked through pine woods where the ground was springy with needles and the air carried the resinous sweetness of sap. They slapped mosquitoes from their calves, ate peanut butter off metal trays, and whispered after lights-out until a counselor threatened to separate them.

Paulie found himself waiting for Jamie without deciding to. At meals, on the trail, near the dock, in chapel. If Jamie was nearby, the day had a center. If Jamie was not, Paulie’s body registered the absence before his mind admitted it. He began to know the exact sound of Jamie climbing down from the top bunk, the soft curse when his foot missed the rail, the way he brushed his teeth too hard and spat as if in competition with himself. He knew that Jamie hated canned peas, loved cherry popsicles, was afraid of deep water but would not say so plainly, had an older sister who cut his hair because his father said barber prices were robbery, and sometimes made jokes too quickly when silence came near him.

On the fourth night, rain came.

It moved over the camp after supper, first as a low pressure in the air, then as wind through the pines, then as a hard silver rush against the chapel roof. The lake darkened. The dock emptied. Boys ran laughing through the downpour with towels over their heads while counselors shouted useless instructions. By evening prayer, everyone was damp at the edges. Wet sneakers lined the chapel entry. The air inside smelled of rainwater, mildew, hair, and the sharp wax of votive candles that had been lit near the statue of the Virgin.

Paulie sat beside Jamie in the second pew from the back. Their sleeves touched once, briefly, because the pews were narrow and everyone had been herded in quickly. Paulie felt the touch with disproportionate clarity, cotton damp against cotton, the warmth beneath it, the small living pressure of another arm. He moved away slightly, then hated himself for moving.

The priest spoke about courage. He had a soft voice and a red face made redder by the heat. Courage to follow Christ. Courage to stand apart from the world. Courage to become the men God intended them to be. Outside, rain struck the windows so hard the words blurred at the edges. Paulie watched a drop of water slide from Jamie’s hair down along his neck and disappear beneath the collar of his shirt.

He looked away.

He looked at the candles. He looked at the floor. He looked at his own hands folded too carefully in his lap.

After chapel, the rain had softened to a steady fall. The path to the cabins had become mud in the low places, and the counselors moved the boys quickly, flashlight beams swinging over puddles and tree trunks. Someone shoved someone else. Someone cursed and was told to watch his mouth. Jamie slipped near the edge of the path and caught Paulie’s wrist to steady himself. His hand was wet and cold.

“Thanks,” Jamie said.

Paulie nodded.

Jamie did not let go immediately. Only a second too long. Maybe not even that. Maybe Paulie invented the extra second later because he needed proof that he had not been alone in feeling it. But he remembered the pressure of the fingers around his wrist, the way Jamie looked at him in the dark with rain on his face, the flashlight light passing over them and moving on.

In the cabin, the boys changed into dry shirts with loud modesty and louder jokes. Towels snapped. Someone accused someone else of smelling like a wet dog. The counselor stood in the doorway until the worst of the noise settled. Then lights-out came. The cabin darkened. Rain ticked on the roof and dripped from the eaves. Mosquitoes whined near the screens. A boy on the far side of the room whispered a joke and was shushed by three others.

Paulie lay on his back, listening.

Above him, Jamie shifted on the top bunk.

“You awake?” Jamie whispered.

Paulie stared into the dark. “Yeah.”

“You think they’ll make us hike tomorrow if it’s still raining?”

“Probably.”

“I hate hiking.”

“You said you liked it.”

“I lied to seem outdoorsy.”

Paulie smiled into the dark.

A few beds away, someone muttered, “Shut up.”

They went quiet. The rain filled the silence.

After a while, Jamie whispered again, so low Paulie almost did not hear. “You ever think about leaving?”

Paulie’s body stilled.

“Leaving where?”

“I don’t know. Home. Here. Everything.”

Paulie watched the underside of the bunk above him, a black shape in the dark. “Sometimes.”

Jamie shifted again. The bed creaked. “Where would you go?”

Paulie did not say New York because he did not yet know that name as destination. He only knew there were cities large enough to hide a person, places on television where streets shone at night and no one seemed to belong to anyone.

“Far,” he said.

Jamie made a quiet sound. Not a laugh. Agreement, maybe.

The next afternoon, the rain stopped and left the camp steaming. Pine needles stuck to the mud. The lake had risen against the rocks. Wet towels hung over porch rails, and everywhere boys carried the restless energy of having been confined too long. After supper, the counselors organized a game on the field near the chapel, some confused contest involving teams, flags, and a great deal of shouting. Paulie ran because running was what his body knew. Jamie played badly and cheerfully, missing flags, cutting the wrong way, laughing whenever he slipped.

At dusk, when the game broke apart and the boys drifted toward the cabins, Jamie nodded toward the path behind the chapel.

“Come on,” he said.

“Where?”

“I found something.”

Paulie hesitated. The path was not forbidden exactly, but it was not part of the route to the cabins. It led through a stand of pines toward the maintenance shed and then down toward the lake. The chapel stood white against the dimming sky, its windows dark now, the cross above the door holding the last pale light.

“What?” Paulie asked.

“You’ll see.”

Jamie grinned, nervous and pleased with himself, and started walking before Paulie could decide. Paulie followed.

Behind the chapel, the air was cooler. The ground was soft with fallen needles. Rainwater still clung to branches and dropped occasionally with small, precise sounds. The smell of pine was stronger there, mixed with damp wood from the chapel wall and the faint sweetness of wet earth. From the field came the distant voices of boys arguing about who had cheated. From the cabins came a counselor’s whistle. Closer by, hidden among the trees, insects had begun their evening noise.

Jamie led him to a place where the chapel’s back wall met a narrow strip of clearing. Beyond it, the trees opened just enough to show the lake below, dark blue under the last light. A wooden statue of St. Francis stood near the wall, half-rotted at the base, one hand lifted toward birds that had long ago lost their painted eyes. Someone had tucked a cigarette butt into the saint’s open palm.

Jamie pointed to it. “See?”

Paulie laughed. “That’s what you wanted to show me?”

“It’s funny.”

“It’s terrible.”

“That’s why it’s funny.”

Paulie looked at the statue, then at Jamie. In the low light
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