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      To my Mom and Dad: from my mother’s echo, Eugene, the kids, to my father’s muse—Irene, the go-go girl—thank you for your gift of love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epigraph

          

          To an Altar Boy

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To be Christ’s page at the altar,

        To serve Him Freely, there,

        Where even the angels falter,

        Bowed low in reverent prayer.

        To touch the throne most holy,

        To hand the gifts for the feast,

        To see Him meekly, lowly,

        Descend at the word of the priest.

        To hear man’s poor petition,

        To sound the silver bell,

        When He in sweet submission,

        Comes down with us to dwell.

        No grander mission surely

        Could saints or men enjoy;

        No heart should love more purely,

        Than yours, my altar boy.

        God bless you, lad, forever,

        And keep you in His care,

        And guard you that you never

        Belie the robes you wear.

        For white bespeaks untainted

        A heart both tried and true;

        And red tells love the sainted

        And holy martyrs knew.

        Throughout life, then, endeavor

        God’s graces to employ

        And be in heart forever,

        A holy altar boy.

      

        

      
        —St. John Berchman, Patron of Altar Boys

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Sacrament of Confirmation

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie waits on the front porch of his family’s ranch-style house, painted a cheerful green and white. He sits with a calm and dignified posture, as if he is posing for a portrait. He knows his sisters will take a while to get ready for church, but he doesn’t mind. He’s just following his mother’s instructions, like a good son.

      Dressed in a crisp white shirt, a pair of black trousers, and a slim black tie, he resembles the tiny plastic bridegroom on a large wedding cake. This is how Jamie’s mother imagines him.

      Jamie is special. For he is wedded to God. Jamie has had a special gift from the day he was born. He came into the world with a thin membrane covering his face, a rare and sacred sign.

      His mom kept his birth veil in a little wooden box and showed it to him every year on his birthday. She says it’s a blessing from God, a shield against evil, and a mark of his destiny. She believes her son is meant to be the next pope, the leader of the Catholic Church, and God’s representative on Earth.

      Jamie hops over the garden hose that stretches across the lush lawn to his brother’s grip. He plants his foot on the hose and leans on their white van parked in the driveway. He watches his dad and big brother spray the lawn. Gene, using his thumb, makes a fountain on the green grass.

      “Don’t forget to give your mom’s roses a drink,” his dad says casually.

      Gene thinks he can prank his brother by spraying him with the garden hose while their dad isn’t watching. He aims the nozzle at Jamie, expecting to see him jump and scream. But Jamie simply steps on the hose, blocking the water flow.

      Confused and annoyed, Gene turns to his dad for help, and Jamie steps off the hose. Their dad emerges from the spray of the hose, water dripping from his face. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a damp handkerchief, trying to dry his face, smiling warmly at his sons. He gestures to the rose bushes that their mom loves so much and says to Gene, “These are the roses I want you to water!”

      “Jamie should stop stepping on the hose,” Gene grumbles.

      Gene’s eyes meet his dad’s, who nods slightly and gestures towards Jamie, who is unaware of their plan. Gene feels a surge of excitement as he quickly swings the hose towards Jamie. Their dad laughs and steps on the hose.

      “Can you please go inside and check on your sisters?” his dad asks him politely.

      Jamie’s dad has a knack for turning mundane tasks into a blast. With his dad, every chore is a chance for laughter and a little bit of mischief. Jamie loves helping his dad burn the old grass to make room for new growth. He enjoys watching the flames dance as the fire consumes the dry blades. The burning blades would gasp for a last breath, releasing a smell of death, before turning into ash. Sometimes, when his dad isn’t looking, he tosses some of his plastic soldiers into the fire, pretending they’re in a war zone. He’d snag up a burning soldier and watch the fire drip from its limbs. He thinks it’s cool and exciting.

      He clears the hedge with a leap and dashes into the house.

      “Where is your jacket?” his mom asks.

      Jamie’s mom is a mind reader. Well, not literally, but she always seems to know what he wants or needs before he even opens his mouth. Jamie wonders if he inherited some of her intuition, or if it was just a mother-son thing.

      “In the van,” Jamie replies.

      “I want you to look presentable. God will be watching.”

      She calls her two youngest sons, Don and Babe, to the kitchen and tells them to join their brother in the van.

      “Stay put in the van and behave. God is watching you.”

      She hurries down the hallway to the bathroom.

      “Come on, we have to hurry,” Jamie says to his brothers in a calm, firm voice.

      His brothers shove each other playfully as they rush past him towards the front door.

      Jamie follows them out, closing the front door behind him before jogging to catch up.

      Yelling “Shotgun!” Babe dives into the middle front seat, breathless but victorious . . . By the time Jamie reaches the van, Don and Babe have already scrambled inside.

      Don lands in his usual spot in the back, throwing himself on a blanket with a satisfied huff. Jamie, tugging his jacket into place, clambers into the back alongside Don, settling in comfortably.

      Gene follows suit, slipping into the second-row middle seat, while their dad, eyes twinkling with mischief, slides into the driver’s seat beside Babe, a knowing grin tugging at his lips.

      His dad presses two fingers to his lips and lets out a sharp, commanding whistle that cuts through the air, turning every head in the van. Without hesitation, he calls out his sons’ names one by one, his voice steady and authoritative. The boys respond like disciplined soldiers, each shouting their name the moment they hear it, their voices crisp and unwavering.

      “Alpha Dog!” Gene, the seventeen-year-old, calls out with conviction.

      “Astro!” Jamie, just ten, pipes up with enthusiasm.

      “Underdog!” Don, the younger middle child, barks.

      “Babe!” Babe declares, unshaken.

      Jamie’s dad smiles softly, warmth flickering in his expression.

      “Babe is not a dog,” Don mutters, raking a hand through his raven hair. “He’s a baby.”

      “Old Yeller says Babe is a pup name,” their father counters, voice light with amusement.

      Feeling playful, he imitates a loud, wild howl, and pretty soon, all the boys are barking excitedly. Babe’s yips and yaps come out high-pitched, while Don’s ruff is more assertive and confident, rising to a higher pitch at the end. Gene’s bark is fast and loud, and Jamie, who is lying in the back of the van, gives a single yelp. His sharp cry goes unheard.

      Jamie stands head and shoulders above most of his sixth-grade classmates, a trait that often leaves him feeling exposed rather than confident. He’s developed a habit of hunching his shoulders, subconsciously attempting to fold himself into the same space as those around him. But no matter how much he tries to shrink, his lanky frame betrays him, making him all the more aware of his awkwardness, especially in the presence of girls. He longs to disappear into the crowd, to move unnoticed through the hallways, but his own body seems determined to set him apart.

      At times, his nervousness manifests in a subtle tic, a restless bounce of his left knee whenever he sits, particularly when he finds himself next to a girl. It’s an involuntary giveaway of his unease, a small, uncontrollable motion that betrays the emotions he tries to keep hidden.

      His crushes are his private world, carefully guarded secrets he never shares with his mom. He can’t explain why, only that it feels safer that way, an unspoken rule he follows without question.

      His mom and sisters step onto the porch, greeted by a chorus of wailing dogs.

      “Alright, pack, it’s time to move,” his dad announces.

      Following their mom to the van, they watch her slide into the front seat, pressing a gentle kiss to Babe’s head. Then, leaning over him, she gives her husband a quick peck, only for her husband to pull her into a deeper embrace, his arms tightening around her, the kiss lingering.

      She struggles, laughing breathlessly as she pulls away. “Eugene, the kids!” she hisses.

      Tilting his head slightly, their dad lets out a long, low-pitched howl before launching into song.

      “Irene the go-go, Irene the go-go, Irene the go-go girl!”

      The melody echoes through the van, and the rest of the pack chimes in, barking their approval. The car sways slightly as his enthusiastic performance fills the air.

      “Eugene!” his mom exclaims, exasperation laced with fondness. “We are on our way to church!”

      Jamie’s sisters line up outside the sliding door of the van, their hands pressed against their chapel veils to keep the breeze from stealing them away.

      “Did you wipe the seats?” Kathy asks, eyeing the interior suspiciously.

      “Hurry up, my hairstyle is getting ruined,” Karen grumbles, touching her curls anxiously.

      “Where did I put my Bible?” Diane murmurs, patting her pockets.

      “Do we have to go?” Mary groans, shifting from foot to foot.

      “Get in the van,” their mom orders.

      Without further hesitation, they obey. Mary, the first one in, climbs over Gene and claims the window seat. Diane follows, slipping in beside Gene by the sliding door. Kathy and Karen hop into the back row, settling in. The door slides shut with a decisive click.

      His father waits, hands steady on the wheel, until his wife gives the go-ahead. Only then does he turn the key, the engine humming to life. A small Saint Christopher figure sways from the rearview mirror, a quiet testament to faith, a reminder that they are never alone on the road ahead.

      His mother makes the sign of the cross, bowing her head in solemn reverence. His father and siblings follow suit, their movements synchronized, bound by tradition and belief. With a calm, steady voice, his mother begins a prayer for protection, for well-being, for the journey ahead. The car becomes a sanctuary, their faith carrying them forward as much as the wheels beneath them.
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        * * *

      

      With a gentle push on the accelerator, their dad begins the lengthy journey to Saint Peter and Paul’s Church. He shifts the van smoothly through the gears, keeping an eye on traffic and the road signs. He knows this is an important day for Jamie, and he wants to make sure they arrive on time and safely.

      “How many angels fit in a van?” his dad asks.

      “On television, they showed twenty college students cramming themselves inside a small VW Beetle,” Mary says.

      Pointing to his wife, their dad starts to count. When he gets up to nine, he stops. Babe pulls on his shirt. “Ten,” Babe yells. “You’re the tenth angel.”

      It doesn’t take long before one of their angels falls. Grabbing Diane and Mary by the backs of their heads, Gene forces them to bow.

      “Bow to your master,” Gene says. Struggling to pull away, Diane and Mary start to hit him. “You hit like little girls,” Gene says. “Are you going to cry like one, too?”

      “Big Ape!” Diane yells.

      Mary punches her brother right in the holy grail. He bends over, no doubt nauseous with pain. “How does that little girl’s punch feel?” Mary laughs.

      Her Betty Davis eyes narrow on her heart-shaped face as their mom turns around. “Don’t make me take my shoe off!”

      Gene jerks upright. Diane and Mary clasp their hands in their laps and stare straight ahead. Their mom’s shoe could fly off at any moment, even if she’d never actually used it on them. Mary glances at Gene and sticks out her tongue.

      As they approach a red light, their dad brings the car to a halt and swivels his head around. Breaking the silence, he utters a funny phrase, “Oki Po Nokey.” Then he faces forward again. He gazes at the traffic light and lifts his hands in the air. He begins to wave them gracefully, as if he were leading a symphony. “Oki Po Nokey, turn green, right now,” he sings. “Oki Po Nokey, turn green, right now.” He’s determined to make the light turn green. His hands reach higher and higher with each note, then slowly lower when the light does not change.

      “I need your help,” he says. With their dad’s hands reaching higher with each note, Gene, Kathy, Karen, Diane, Mary, Don, Babe, and Jamie all join in and sing. “Oki Po Nokey, turn green, right now, turn green, right now.” They all sing with gusto, hoping to magically influence the light. Some drivers honk at them, some laugh, and some ignore them. They don’t care. They’re having too much fun to stop. As if by magic, the traffic light changes to green.

      Don and Babe stare in awe. Was it a supernatural power or divine intervention that made the light switch from red to green? Jamie is skeptical ever since his mom revealed the truth about Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny. She said there was only Jesus and nothing else.

      As the van comes to a halt in the parking lot of Saint Peter and Paul’s Cathedral, their dad turns off the engine. Their mom makes the sign of the cross and bows her head in silent prayer. They stay in their seats, observing families walking towards the church entrance. As soon as they hear their father’s voice, Diane slides the van’s door open.

      The warm, dry summer air of the San Francisco Bay greets them. They quickly step out of the vehicle and form an orderly line, following the example of the Von Trapp family from their favorite movie.

      “Wait,” his mom calls out. She takes Jamie by the arm and straightens his shirt. She moistens her fingers with her tongue and runs them through his hair, trying to make him look presentable. She reminds him of the divine presence: “God’s watching.”

      As they approach the majestic spires of Saint Peter and Paul’s, they pause their brisk walk. His mom gently tugs Jamie to the side and smooths out the wrinkles on his jacket. She looks at him with a proud smile and says, “Are you ready for your big day?”

      Jamie nods nervously, feeling the weight of his mom’s expectations and the importance of the occasion.

      They split up, each sibling following a different path. Yet they remain close enough for their mother to watch over them. Holding his mom’s hand, Jamie looks up at the two majestic spires.
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        * * *

      

      A clear memory slices through his mind. A storybook picture of him, when he was six, walking with his mom and dad to the entrance of Camelot. Once inside, he was alone at a grand round table. In front of him, a man dressed in black. He held a shiny knife in his hand. The gleaming knife, in the man’s grip, casts a harsh light, revealing the stark white collar that stands out against the darkness.

      Feeling the comforting touch of his mom’s hand, Jamie is reassured.

      As they approach the church, the sight of the majestic spires of Saint Peter and Paul’s awe his family. They are like two fingers pointing to heaven. The entrance doors are made of purpleheart wood, carved with intricate patterns and symbols. Above the doors, a stunning rose window casts a kaleidoscope of colors on the wooden doors, making it seem to change from brown to purple. Flanking the entrance are four pillars, each topped with a statue representing one of the four disciples: Matthew with wings, Mark with a lion’s head, Luke with an ox’s head, and John with an eagle’s head. Feeling intimidated by the grandeur of the church, Jamie clings to his mom’s hand.

      Clad in a monochrome habit, Sister Anne stands before the church entrance with her sixth-grade students. She has a tuft of reddish-brown hair, peppered with grey, peeking out from under her veil. Jamie remembers his grandmother’s hair as he watches her move with short strides, like a wingless penguin, trying to gather her class.

      “Go join Sister Anne,” his mom says.

      Walking towards Sister Anne, Jamie turns his head to look back at his mom. “God’s watching,” she mouths.

      Jamie feels a surge of fear and guilt as he approaches the stern-faced nun. He knows he must confess his sins, but he doesn’t want to. He wonders if God sees everything he does and if He will punish him. He wishes he could run away from this place, but he knows his mom would never forgive him.

      Sister Anne has a lovely crucifix made of wood around her neck and a rosary with wooden beads around her waist. She calls Jamie over, telling him to go to the end of the line.

      “Shortest to tallest,” she explains.

      At nearly five feet six, Jamie finds himself standing at the back of the line. His body is stiff and straight, his feet together with both arms at his side. He feels a surge of anxiety as he hears Sister Anne’s voice from the front of the line. “Time to proceed.” She leads her sixth-grade class, following close behind.

      As Jamie walks with his fellow sixth graders through the purple-heart wooden doors, he senses the gaze of the parishioners. He sees the faces of the people who line both sides of the aisle, observing him and his classmates as they approach the main altar. Pausing at a pew, a sign reads, Children of God. Bowing his head, making the sign of the cross, he slides into the row and kneels next to his classmates. Wanting to see his mom, he turns his head and scans the church pews. Not seeing her, he shuts his eyes, hearing the voices of people talking around him.

      Leading the solemn procession, two young altar boys in black floor-length cassocks and white surplices walk with reverence and grace. Each of them wears a wooden cross around his neck, symbolizing their devotion and service. One of them carries a large crucifix, displaying the image of Jesus nailed to it. The other holds the Holy Scripture, the sacred word of God. Behind them, the priest follows in his splendid vestments, embellished with sparkling diamonds and rubies that reflect the stunning light of the rose window. His golden cap signifies his authority and dignity. At the end of the procession, the bishop walks in his majestic attire, wearing a towering miter embroidered with golden threads. His presence marks the solemnity and importance of the occasion.

      Jamie finds his mom in the front left pew, her eyes fixed on him. Again, she silently mouths, “God’s watching,” as if to remind him of his duty and destiny. Jamie feels the emanation of God, as if the Holy Ghost were blessing him with his presence.

      With an appearance that seems to belong to another era, the bishop slowly approaches the high altar. He hands the golden staff to one of the altar boys. Father Nelson, kneeling before him, bends to kiss the ring presented to him.

      The bishop holds the New Testament in his hands, as if he were offering it to the faithful. The painting of Jesus Christ, the all-powerful, dominates the wall above the altar. His words, from John 14:6, were inscribed below the painting: “I am the way, the truth, and the life.” The painting conveys a sense of authority and majesty, as well as compassion and grace. Standing above the parishioners, the bishop lifts his hands to the sky from the grand altar made of fine marble. On his left, the statue of Saint Peter watches him silently, and on his right, Saint Paul listens. Opening the Book of the Gospel, turning the pages to the holy words of Psalm 119:106, he proclaims a solemn oath that he will uphold God’s just decrees. He speaks with reverence and authority.

      As the morning sun casts a rosy glow through the stained-glass windows, two beams of light emerge and reach out to touch the high altar. With solemn reverence, the bishop presses his lips to the Book of the Gospel, honoring the source of divine revelation, proclaiming the word of God to the faithful.

      Jamie and his classmates rise from their pews. They walk towards the elevated platform where the sacrament of confession will take place. Each of them pauses at the first step before ascending to the holy altar. The bishop places his hand on each child’s head and says a blessing.

      Jamie feels nervous as he sees his mom smiling at him from the front row. He tries to calm himself by breathing deeply with every step he takes towards the altar. He looks up and sees the bishop’s elaborate headdress, embroidered with gold threads, looming over him.

      “As I mark you with the sign of the cross, I also confirm you with the sacred chrism of salvation, invoking the name of the Father, and of the Son, and the Holy Ghost,” the bishop proclaims.

      The sweet vanilla scent of the oil permeates the air as the bishop presses his thumb on Jamie’s forehead. A pang of hunger gnaws in his stomach. Forgetting the name he chose for his confirmation, a name that was supposed to symbolize his bond with God, he can only think about how hungry he is and how long this ceremony will last.

      Jamie cannot decide which name to give to the Bishop. Peter, Paul, John? he wonders. The glint of the golden chalice pierces his eyes like a knife. He feels a surge of agony. Peter, Paul, John?

      As the bishop’s hand lays on Jamie’s head, the bishop pronounces these solemn words: “Be sealed with the gift of the Holy Ghost.”

      Peter, Paul, John? Jamie tries to calm his nerves, inhaling and exhaling slowly. The bishop is expecting a name. When Jamie remains silent, the bishop goes ahead without knowing his confirmation name.

      The bishop raises his right hand and makes the sign of the cross over Jamie. “Peace be with you,” he says in a clear and authoritative voice. He pauses for a moment, letting his words sink in.

      “Amen,” Jamie mutters.

      He scans the crowd for his mom. The intoxicating smell of vanilla lingers in his stomach. The growling sound of his stomach gets louder, distracting him.

      The bishop slaps Jamie lightly on the cheek as he reaches out his hand. He tells him to be prepared to endure anything, even death, for the love of Jesus Christ. With that slap, Jamie remembers the confirmation name he had chosen. Jamie gasps and says, “Richard.”

      The bishop hands the golden chalice of chrism to the altar boy and goes back to the high altar, where he sits down.

      Father Nelson stands up from his chair and approaches the high altar. Lifting his hands up, imitating the gesture of the bishop, he reads from the sacred scriptures, John 14:6.

      “I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. No one comes to the Father except through me,” he declares.

      The parishioners reply: “Amen.”

      “Behold, our new warriors of God!” the priest proclaims.

      The parishioners restrain their cheers, not wishing to alert anyone to their presence.

      Guiding the sixth-grade group to the confessional booth, Father Nelson recites, “Depart in peace, to love and obey the Lord, the Mass service has ended.”

      “Praise be to God,” parishioners reply.

      As the parishioners disperse, his family remains seated in the front pew, their gazes fixed on him. His mother watches him with a mixture of concern and curiosity as he makes his way to the confessional booth. She wonders what he must confess and hopes that he will find some peace of mind after talking to the priest.
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        * * *

      

      Saint Peter and Paul’s Cathedral has a cruciform architecture, the entrance marked by doors of amaranth wood. The long central nave has rows of pews on both sides, leading to the high altar: a splendid sight, decorated with sculptures, paintings, and candles. On the right side of the altar, there are more pews, and behind them, there is a large glass-enclosed room, called the Cry Room, where parents can take their unruly children who are crying or restless during the service. On the altar’s left, there are more pews, and behind them, the lone dark confessional with two doors, carved with intricate patterns. This is a place where unruly parents can cry for forgiveness for their sins.

      Jamie’s heart pounds as he follows his classmates to the dimly lit confessional. The dark hand-carved walnut box looms over him like a judge.

      They form a single line. One by one, they disappear behind the small wooden door. Jamie feels a surge of anxiety as he leans against the wall, waiting for his turn, wondering what sins he’s going to confess. What will his penance be?

      Standing at the end of the line, watching his classmates enter and exit, he wonders what secrets they were sharing with the priest. He wishes he could skip this part, but he knows he couldn’t. He tries to calm himself by thinking of something else, but his mind keeps returning to the dark and cramped box.

      A girl Jamie likes, Stella, is waiting in line in front of him. Jamie has known Stella since first grade. She is the most popular girl in school, and he can’t take his eyes off her long, golden blonde hair curled down her lower back. Every time she turns her head, her curls sway within inches of his face, the smell of her hair sending him into a dream. Unaware he is three steps closer to the dark box, he realizes he’s never spoken a word to her. This, despite seeing her every day in class. His skin prickles with static, like her nearness has changed the air around him, as he wonders what he would say, how he would sound, what she would think of him. He spies one of his classmates exit the small wooden door. Another classmate quickly takes his place, entering the door and shutting it behind him.

      Stella advances with a confident stride, her golden hair bouncing on her lower back with each step. Turning to look at Jamie with a smile, she reaches for the handle of the small wooden door and pauses. Her curls frame her face like a halo, making her eyes sparkle. Stella’s oceanic eyes and the long, golden blonde hair stand out against the dark room of the confessional. Jamie feels a chill as the small wooden door slams shut behind her.

      Anxious as he stands alone, he wonders what he’ll say to the priest. What sins did he have to admit? How cramped would it be inside the pitch-black box?

      The grating squeak of the door opening startles Jamie, jolting a memory of the eerie creak of his grandma’s coffin lid when it slowly closed, sealing her away from him forever.

      Inside the confessional, Stella’s radiant face glows with a faint luminescence in the pitch-black interior of the box. As she holds the door open for Jamie, their gazes lock. He wants to say how he feels about her, but the words get stuck in his throat and sink into his subconscious.

      “Don’t worry,” Stella says softly. Before he can reply, she disappears.
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        * * *

      

      As he enters the confessional, his gut surges, a physical reaction to the unknown. The door slams behind him with a loud bang. He flinches.

      Imagining his grandmother lying in her casket, he wonders if she felt as suffocated as he does. He tries to calm his breathing, but the air is stale and heavy with guilt. He gropes blindly in the dark, feeling the wooden panels of the pitch-black box. He feels like he is suffocating.

      Jamie tries to slow down his breathing and relax his muscles, but the uncontrollable twitching of his leg makes a loud noise with each movement. His toe bumps a kneeler. The room is silent, except for the twitching of his leg. Reaching with his hands, he feels a cold metal grille on the wall in front of him. He senses there is someone behind it, someone who can see him. Is God watching?

      Inhaling deeply and shutting his eyes, he hears his heart pounding, his breath loud and ragged, and his leg twitching uncontrollably.

      “Young man, what do you have to confess?” the priest asks.

      The priest’s voice is distorted and menacing, as if coming from the depths of hell. Jamie feels a sudden chill as the cold grille in front of him morphs into a hideous face. Closing his eyes, he sees Sister Anne in Catechism class. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned; this is my first confession.”

      The priest remains silent, waiting for the young boy to continue his confession. Jamie knows that he has to reveal his sins if he wants to receive absolution.

      “I fought with my brothers and sisters.”

      The sound of nothingness is deafening. The absence of Father Nelson’s response is confusing. Hearing the priest draw a deep breath, releasing a puff of smoke that slowly fills Jamie’s side of the confessional. Not knowing what to say, he adds, “I disobeyed my mother and father.”

      Thick smoke makes it hard to concentrate. Not hearing anything but his pulse pounding in his ears. Trying to focus on something else, anything else, but he cannot. All he can think about is her, Stella.

      “I have these feelings for a girl.”

      The priest leans in close to the screen to hear his confession. Jamie feels a wave of nausea at the priest’s breath reeking of wine.

      “Tell me about those feelings.”

      “I like her.”

      The priest behind the screen does not respond. Perhaps he is waiting for the boy to explain a little more. Realizing the boy is at a loss for words, the priest continues.

      “Are there any mortal sins you need to confess?” the priest asks.

      Jamie has never heard of mortal sins before. Wondering what they are and why they are so bad. Remembering Sister Anne telling him about venial sins, the ones that could be forgiven with a prayer or a confession, but mortal sins sound more serious, scarier. What if he has committed one without knowing? Wishing Sister Anne had explained more about mortal sins in Catechism class, he feels confused and afraid.

      “What are mortal sins?” Jamie asks.

      Without pause, the priest answers, “Masturbation.” A smile comes to the priest’s voice. “To spill human seed. Masturbation is tantamount to murder.” After hearing no response, the priest asks, “Does thinking about this girl make you want to touch yourself?”

      “No,” Jamie responds.

      The priest explains what mortal sins are.

      “Mortal sins are a gravely sinful act. A mortal sin will lead to damnation. For this is a sin against the Holy Ghost and a cry for heaven’s vengeance. God will punish you after death and send you to Hell if you do not confess. The only way you can be forgiven is to confess the mortal sin to me.”

      Feeling the boy is ready, the priest continues, “Have you woken up to find a sticky white fluid on you?”

      “Yes, Father, I thought something was wrong with me, I thought I was dying. I was too scared to tell my mom.”

      “What you did is a mortal sin. Thou shalt not spill the Lord’s muron in vain.”

      Jamie is ashamed. What would his mom think if she found out? Looking for a space to hide, he closes his eyes.

      “Did it give you pleasure?”

      Jamie does not respond. The priest already knows the answer. “Have you committed a mortal sin with a family member?”

      Jamie feels himself start to leave.

      Not the room—his body.

      It begins with a flickering light in his mind’s eye, a soft pulsing orb shrinking down, smaller and smaller, until it is gone. Darkness swallows everything.

      He floats in that void, weightless and cold. Panic claws at him. He doesn’t know what is happening, only that he has to get out.

      A passage appears. Narrow. Shadowed. But maybe it leads somewhere.

      He runs.

      Green-eyed faces emerge from the walls—jealous, twisted, reaching—but their hands miss him as he sprints by. The corridor squeezes in tighter. At the end: a metal door. A small square window. He presses his face against it, breath fogging the glass.

      Inside is a room, empty, humming, quiet. Not real. But not frightening either.

      He turns the handle and steps in.

      “Where am I?” he whispers.

      Hush. A friendly voice speaks.

      Jamie freezes. The voice is familiar, gentle, steady. Like someone he hasn’t heard in years but once knew well.

      This is your safe place. The amygdala room. You built it for us when you were six.

      “Danny?”

      I’ve been waiting.

      Danny. The voice inside him. The one who used to speak when things got too hard to say out loud.

      You don’t have to feel everything right now, Danny says. I’ll take it from here. But you have to promise: don’t open the door until I’m done.

      Jamie nods.

      Then the door clicks shut behind him. Jamie stays inside the quiet, humming dark.

      And Danny steps forward to speak.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is my mom’s youngest brother a family member?” Danny asks.

      “Yes, he is your uncle,” the priest answers. “How old is your mom’s brother?”

      The priest’s senses are heightened by the gravity of the moment. The air is thick with the weight of secrets yet to be told, mixing with the remnants of sacramental wine. He wipes sweat from his forehead and leans closer to the screen. His breath, once sweet with wine, now reeks of vinegar.

      “He looks like you, but he had a knife,” Danny says.

      The priest’s heart races with a mix of fear and intrigue. It is as if the boy knows of his indiscretions with altar boys, yet there is a certain thrill in the unexpected encounter. He quickly composes himself after realizing what the young boy is describing as his uncle. As the smoke curls upwards, mingling with the faint light, the priest’s hidden grin is a silent acknowledgment of the game now afoot. “Continue, my son.”

      “During my birthday party, at my home, my uncle told me he had something special, just for me. So, I followed him into the back bedroom, my parents’ room,” Danny says.

      “How old were you, son?” the priest asks.

      Jamie, his senses assaulted by the acrid stench of cigarettes and curdled wine, waits anxiously for the voice to break the silence. When it finally does, it carried a weight that seems to press down on the very atmosphere, a solemn timbre that hints at secrets yet to be unveiled and truths that would demand courage to face.

      “First grade,” Danny says.

      Resting his face on the screen, a barrier yet a bridge, the priest listens attentively to this confession. Moving his hand to bring a cigarette to his lips, he blows out smoke through the screen that mingles with the smell of wine. “Continue, my son.”

      “My uncle reached into his pocket and took out a knife. It was a switch-blade, shiny and sharp. It glimmered when he handed it to me. This is a special gift for a special boy,” Danny says.

      The priest feels the roughness of his stubble against the screen as he listens to the boy’s confession. He is curious about the secret he’s hiding. Annoyed by the hesitation, he decides to use a trick to make the boy talk. Pressing a button under his seat, a faint light illuminates the boy’s face. The priest can see the fear and guilt in his eyes, hoping to hear every detail. “Tell me exactly what your uncle did to you.”

      A dim light appears in the tiny window of the amygdala room where Jamie is secluded. With one hand firmly on the doorknob, Jamie’s eyes widen as he looks through the screen that used to be a window. The sound of his uncle’s voice is coming from the other side of the opaque screen. His knife is immersed as he tells Jamie a bedtime story that he had told Jamie many times before. No matter how many times his uncle told this story, Jamie wants to hear it over and over.

      “Well, it was very nice to eat, I mean, meet you today, Little Red Riding Hood. Why don’t I tell you about a little secret in return for you being so kind to me?” the Wolf said with a grin. “A secret?” asked the boy. “Yes, a secret. Do you see that tree right over there?” said the Wolf, pointing to a tree far from the path. “On that tree grows the sweetest fruit in all the woods. You should go pick some for Grandmother.” And then the Wolf, disguised as Grandmother, jumped from the bed and devoured the screaming boy whole.”

      As the door Jamie is leaning against opens, he screams, “Danny.”

      The priest feels a sudden burn on his leg and jumps from his seat. His cigarette has fallen on his robe and left a small hole. He picks it up off the floor and asks, “Who is Danny?”

      There is no need to be frightened. Danny tells Jamie. Stay in the room. And do not open the door.

      The priest waits for him to answer. After a few minutes, Danny continues with his story.

      “My uncle told me to sit on the bed,” Danny tells the priest. “Then he held the special gift by his side. And with the flick of a switch, a shiny blade pops out. Waving it side to side, he placed a finger to his lips and repeated, ‘Shush’.”

      The mezzo-soprano voice of Sister Anne resonates in the confessional, creating a contrast between the light of her vocal timbre and the shadow of the sins hidden inside the walls.

      “Ave Maria, Gratia plena, Maria, gratia plena Maria, gratia plena, Ave, Ave Dominus tecum, Benedicta tu in mulieribus, Et benedictus, Benedictus fructus ventris tui, Tui Iesus, Ave Maria.”

      “Continue, my son,” the priest says.

      “He told me never-to-tell-a-soul,” Danny says.

      “Tell me what your uncle did to you?” the priest asks.

      “He made me swear to God or he was going to hurt one of my little brothers,” Danny says.

      “Tell me exactly what your uncle did to you,” the priest commands.

      “He told me, this-will-be-our-little-secret,” Danny says.

      The priest, frustrated by the lack of response, decides to use a more intimidating approach and speak in a stern voice. Warning the boy of the consequences of disobeying God and that eternal punishment awaits him.

      “To receive absolution from me, you must atone for your sin. To atone for your sin, you must show penance. To show penance, you must confess in detail your mortal sin,” the priest says.

      “I want your absolution,” Danny says. “I want to atone for my sin. I will do whatever you ask.”

      The priest flicks his lighter and brings the flame to the tip of his cigarette. He inhales deeply and exhales a cloud of smoke. Reclining in his seat, he waits for the boy to tell his story. Leaning forward, the priest presses his ear to the screen that separates him from sinners and whispers.

      “Once you confess to your mortal sin, God can forgive you, and I can absolve you.”

      Danny begins telling the priest, in detail, exactly what his uncle did to him. The childlike innocence coming from his voice shuts down the priest’s world and leaves him in a world beyond the dark side.

      Closing his eyes, the priest flashes back to his time in the Korean War, a shadowy world only he was aware of.

      First-Class Nelson felt a surge of panic as he realized he was strapped in a metal chair bolted to the floor. He tried to scream, but no sound came out. He could only see a bright light flashing in the two-way mirror on one of the four walls, making him dizzy and confused. He wondered what they were doing to him, what they wanted from him. He had no idea where he was or how long he had been there. A man in a U.S. Army uniform stood guard at the door. Two men dressed in white lab coats stood over him. The man in charge, George Hunter White, Senior Special Agent, Central Intelligence Agency, I.D. #121357666, was asking questions of Private First-Class Nelson. The other man, holding a syringe, pushed the plunger and slowly injected him with a drug. Pulling out the needle, he lays the empty syringe labeled Lysergic Acid Diethylamide on the small metal table next to Private First-Class Nelson. “Inject another 100-microgram dose,” White tells the other agent. Minutes later, Private First Class Nelson was trying to break his bondage, screaming for them to remove the monster from the room. Laughing, White turns to the other agent and speaks. “Where else could a red-blooded American boy lie, kill, cheat, steal, rape, and pillage with the sanction and blessing of the All-Highest?"

      The mezzo-soprano singing of Sister Anne stops. From the other side of the confessional comes a different voice. It is muffled and indistinct, angry, and violent.

      “Daddy, don’t hurt me,” the priest says.

      Jamie does not move a muscle as he watches the screen in front of him. Hoping the noise will stop, he whispers, “Father.”

      Hearing the boy’s voice startles the priest. The ashes from his cigarette break off and fall to the floor. Gaining his composure, he replies. “Have you told this story to your mother?”

      “What story?” Jamie asks. Confused, fear starts to set in. He has no idea what the priest is talking about. “You’re not going to tell my mother about spilling the Lord’s muron?”

      The priest has discovered something hidden. Something that lay dormant in the young boy’s subconscious. Something that the boy himself has no clue about, but the priest knows. He knows how to recognize dark secrets; he has so many of his own. He knows Jamie is hiding something in his mind, suppressing being molested by his uncle at a very young age. He is talented at his profession and can conceal his secret and rely on the church’s cover.

      “Please don’t tell my mother!” Jamie pleads.

      Jamie can’t bear the idea of his mom discovering his mortal sin. He retreats to an imaginary refuge in his mind where the rules of reality no longer applied.

      Here, he is free from judgment and the heavy weight of guilt. This world is a tapestry of vibrant colors and whimsical creatures, each more understanding and forgiving than the last. His face lights up with joy as a glittering, magical golden cap ornamented with shining diamonds and crimson rubies descends on his head. A winged monkey, enslaved to the glittering, magical golden cap, materializes out of thin air.

      “Ep-pe pep-pe kak-ke!” Jamie says standing on his left foot. “Hil-lo hol-lo!” standing on his right foot, and “Ziz-zy, zuz-zy, zik!” standing on both feet.

      Obeying Jamie’s command, the winged monkey grabs Jamie’s mortal sin and places it inside a red balloon. Letting it go, it disappears into the sky.

      “Don’t worry about your mother,” the priest tells Jamie. “This will be our little secret.”

      Feeling a surge of relief, he thanks the priest. Jamie repeats the prayer he was taught by Sister Anne in Catechism class. “I am sorry for these and all the sins of my past life.”

      “Let’s pray the Act of Contrition together.”

      Jamie clasps his hands and echoes the words, feeling a sense of peace and relief. He hopes that God will forgive him for his mortal sin.

      “Oh my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended you, and I detest all my sins, because I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell. But most of all because I have offended you, my God, who is all good and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve with the help of your grace to confess my sins, to do penance, and to amend my life. Amen.”

      The priest begins voicing the words of absolution. He speaks with solemnity and authority, as he pronounces the forgiveness of sins in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.

      “God the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of his Son has reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy Ghost among us for forgiveness of sins; through the ministries of the Church may God give you pardon and peace, and I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father, and of the Son and the Holy Ghost. Give thanks to the Lord for He is good, Amen.”

      “For His mercy endures forever,” Jamie answers.

      “For your penance, I want you to say four Hail Mary’s.”

      Inhaling deeply, he feels a surge of calmness. He imagines his mom’s proud smile and her gentle words of encouragement. Knowing he is doing the right thing, following the path that God has laid out for him.

      “Is your family waiting for you?”

      “Yes,” Jamie answers.

      “Go to your family.”
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        * * *

      

      Exiting the confessional booth, Jamie sees his brothers and sisters pointing at him. His mom, who was praying, opens her eyes and looks up. She whispers a word of gratitude to God and hurries to greet her son. Wrapping her arms around him, she embraces him tightly and expresses her love in a long, heartfelt hug.

      “I love you,” his mom tells him.

      “What about us?” his sister yells. “We love you, too!”

      As his family gathers around him, warmth washes over him. With a proud smile, his dad gestures to his cheek and invites him to give him a peck. He obliges, but his dad has other plans, grabbing his son by the shoulders, pulling him into a tight embrace, one of his signature man hugs that last for several seconds.

      “I’m proud of you, son. You made your mom happy.”

      As he emerges from the confessional, Father Nelson greets the family with a youthful grin that contrasts with his solemn attire.

      “God be with you,” Father Nelson says, making the sign of the cross over them and smiling gently.

      Father Nelson is a rock star to Jamie’s brothers and sisters. They adore him. His sisters fight for a chance to hold his hand. His younger brothers tug on his robe.

      “Let Father Nelson breathe,” Jamie’s mom tells her children.

      “They are perfectly fine,” Father Nelson says. He gently strokes a younger brother’s hair.

      As Jamie’s mom approaches Father Nelson, Jamie feels his mom squeezing his hand. She wants to talk to Father Nelson about something important, something that has been weighing on her heart for a long time.

      “Jamie received the sacrament of Confession today,” his mom utters with a hint of anxiety in her voice.

      Father Nelson kneels and faces Jamie, the two little brothers still clinging to his robe. Gently stroking Jamie’s hair, he looks into his eyes.

      “You have a nice young son,” Father Nelson says. “I can tell he has been blessed by God.” She expresses her maternal affection with a radiant grin.

      “He was born with a veil from God.” Taking Jamie’s hand, she smiles.

      Father Nelson looks at Jamie with curiosity. He has heard of en caul births before but never seen one in person. Infant eyes are covered by a thin membrane that prevents them from seeing the world. His mom believes it is a sign of divine protection, but Father Nelson wonders if it is a challenge or a curse.

      She expresses her joy with a radiant grin while she keeps sharing details about her son. The priest smiles like a kid and listens to everything his mom says. He looks in her eyes and copies her moves, but he isn’t paying attention. He keeps petting Jamie’s head without noticing. He is thinking about something else.

      “Who is Danny?” Father Nelson asks.

      Smiling brightly, masking the anguish inside for her younger brother, Danny, Jamie’s mom explains, “Jamie had an imaginary friend. He created him after my younger brother died. They were close. Jamie looked up to him a lot.”

      Father Nelson gently places his hand on Jamie’s shoulder and leans in. “Have you ever thought about becoming an altar boy? You know, helping with the Mass. It’s a lot of fun and you get to learn a lot about God and the Church.”

      Interrupting, his mom responds, “Yes.”

      “Your son has shown great devotion and piety,” Father Nelson says. “I would be delighted to welcome him as an altar boy in our church. He can join us next Sunday.”

      The expression of joy on the face of Jamie’s mother is unmistakable. She hugs him tightly and whispers words of praise and encouragement in his ear. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” his mom says with a sincere smile. She can’t contain her joy and wraps her arms around Father Nelson. A blush rises to her cheeks as she lowers her gaze and expresses her gratitude in a soft voice.

      “Your son has a good heart,” Father Nelson says to her. “I will teach Jamie how to serve the Lord faithfully.”

      “Tell Father Nelson, thank you.”

      Jamie nods and smiles at Father Nelson. “Thank you, Father.”

      Jamie’s mom welcomes Father Nelson to walk with them. Walking towards the purple-heart doors, Jamie experiences a profound sense of reverence as Father Nelson provides comforting guidance. Hand in hand, they walk past the looming statues of the four evangelists, standing as silent guardians of tradition and faith. He knows then that God is with him on this special day.

      Appreciating the faith that Jamie’s family showed him, Father Nelson pauses at the two spires that welcomed them. Reaching up to the sky, he points two fingers towards heaven. Making the sign of the cross and blessing them. The family hugs Father Nelson gratefully and walks to their van. As Jamie clutches his mother’s hand, he turns around. Father Nelson’s presence seemed to dissolve into the ether, like the enigmatic grin of the Cheshire cat.
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            Summer Vacation

          

        

      

    

    
      The sudden sound that rouses Jamie from sleep dissipates as quickly as it appeared, leaving a silence that seems to press against his ears. He lies still for a moment, heart pounding, as he tries to discern whether the noise was a figment of a dream or a real disturbance in the quiet of the night. With a sigh, Jamie realizes it was just a dream, and the calm of the night returns as he closes his eyes once more.

      As Jamie’s consciousness flickers between reality and the remnants of his dream, he struggles to piece together the fragments of the vivid images that linger in his mind. His subconscious takes the dream, once a chaotic tapestry of jigsaw pieces, and begins to coalesce into a coherent narrative. With each passing moment, the disjointed pieces merge, forming a clearer picture of the subconscious adventure that had so rudely been interrupted by the startling noise.

      Jamie’s dream became vivid.

      A shining red balloon sways gently in the breeze. He watches as the balloon effortlessly floats against the backdrop of a cloudless sky. The bursting of the balloon, high above a pitch-black wooden picnic table on the ground below, startles him.

      The breath of life leaves the balloon; it becomes a red belly button with a string attached. The gates of heaven open in the cloudless sky, as the bellybutton weaves through a blood-red haze, and a spectral tail emerges, glowing with an otherworldly light. The spectral tail proclaims joyously to the cosmos, Happy sixth birthday.

      On the picnic table below is a solitary figure, his laughter piercing the silence, engaged in a rhythmic dance with danger. Holding a shiny black knife, he throws it at his other hand, which is spread on the table. With each throw, a gleam streaks against the dark wood. The blade, an extension of the man’s will, strokes with precision, embedding deeper with every toss.

      Amid danger, Jamie’s gaze turns upward, seeking a glimmer of hope against the backdrop of a cloudless sky. The spectral tail now reads, Children of God, as it flutters in the wind, a stark contrast to the peril below.

      His gaze is drawn once more to the picnic table. An enigmatic figure stands waiting. The newcomer’s attire, a stark black cassock set against a crisp white collar, seems to slice through the surrounding darkness. His piercing green eyes hold a depth that suggests a story untold, a narrative interwoven with the mysterious disappearance of the figure at the table.

      A chill falls over Jamie, and a sense of intrigue hangs as heavy as the shadows around the picnic table. The enigmatic figure speaks of God and Salvation, but Jamie senses something sinister in his final words, “A mortal sin will open the gateway to hell.”

      The figure dissolves into the ether, like the enigmatic grin of a Cheshire cat.

      Lying in the comforting embrace of his bed, the soothing voice of his mother acts as a beacon, guiding him through the fog of his dream. He finds comfort in the old, familiar words of a prayer taught to him by his mother. Tracing the sign of the cross, he whispers, “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray to the Lord my soul to keep. If I should die before I wake, I pray to the Lord my soul to take.”

      Finishing his prayer, Jamie commands a winged flying monkey to whisk him away to the spectral tail. Cutting the string attached to the belly button, he cries, “Ziz-zy, zuz-zy, zik!” With a smile, he watches the embodiment of his mortal sin dissolve into the ether, like the enigmatic grin of the Cheshire Cat.

      With each passing moment, his senses sharpen, the veil of sleep lifts, and the bright light of the world around him slowly comes into focus, ready to welcome him back to reality.

      His mom enters the bedroom and flips the light switch. “Good morning!” she greets him cheerfully.

      Lying in a fetal position, Jamie opens his eyes. He rubs them and stretches his limbs. “Morning,” he replies politely.

      “Did you have a bad dream?” his mom asks.

      Sitting up, the remnants of his dream fade. “No, it was just a strange dream,” he answers, his voice still heavy with sleep.

      His mom nods understandingly, knowing that his dreams were sometimes a mix of odd and ordinary. “Wake up your brothers,” his mom tells him. “Breakfast is almost ready.”

      Jamie takes his flashlight on his rounds as the wake-up kid. Disturbed by the sudden glare in his eyes, Babe seeks refuge under the safety of his blanket. Don, equally perturbed, also retreats. Jamie yells, “You’re missing Saturday morning cartoons!”

      Carrying their blankets, his brothers race to the television in the family room. Jamie dashes ahead of his brothers to the television and turns it on. Gathering around the television, they see, instead of rollicking figures, a white dot in the middle of the screen, surrounded by static noise, then the Indian-head test pattern.

      “Mom!” the brothers yell, “the television is broken.”

      “The television is not broken; it doesn’t start its day for another hour.”

      “An hour!” they groan.

      Their mom’s voice, warm and cheerful, cascades down the hallway: “Breakfast is ready.”

      After washing up, they sit down with their mom at the breakfast table, a quiet island in the day’s early hustle.

      “Time to say grace,” says Mom.

      They join hands around the table and bow their heads. Their mom starts to thank God for the food, the family, and the blessings. Jamie glances at his worn-out sneakers under the breakfast table and daydreams about a commercial he saw on television that claimed a boy needs Keds to be a real boy, and showed a blond-haired, blue-eyed kid in spotless Keds playing pinball like it was life or death. The kid was skillfully maneuvering the machine, making the ball bounce and score. With the cheers of his friends, he dominated the game.

      A loud “Amen” brings Jamie back to the breakfast table.

      With a swift move worthy of a breakfast ninja, Jamie secures his prize: the box of Cocoa Puffs. As the crunchy chocolate puffs tumble into his bowl, a cascade of milk follows, creating a deliciously satisfying splash. The first spoonful is a victory.

      With a twinkle in his eye, Don serenades the morning with his ode to Cocoa Puffs, while Babe can’t help but laugh. As “I’m Koo-Koo for Cocoa Puffs!” echoes through the room, Babe joins in the spontaneous family jingle.

      “I’m Koo-Koo for Cocoa Puffs, I’m Koo-Koo for Cocoa Puffs,” Babe sings, bobbing his head like a bird.

      Not wasting time, Don grabs the cereal box. Shoving his hand deep inside, he feels around for the prize. Grinning, he pulls out a Bobbing Cuckoo Bird, along with some crunchy chocolate puffs. “I win!”

      “I want to see!” Babe begs. Ripping the plastic off the Bobbing Cuckoo Bird, a smell fills the air. “It stinks.”

      The toy in the box was the main reason for getting a box of cereal. The thrill of assembling the Bobbing Cuckoo Bird, piece by piece, was the cherished part of the cereal experience.

      Assembling the toy, Don sets it on the table for all to see. With a furrowed brow, he tries to coax the stubborn cuckoo bird down its pole. Each nudge is a silent plea for movement, but the bird resists, clinging to its perch. Frustration mounts, and with a final forceful tap, the toy tumbles over. The bird’s journey ends not with a chirp but with a sigh, as Don sends it spinning across the table. “This toy is a bunch of crap,” Don says. “It’s more like a poo-poo bird.”

      Picking up the cuckoo bird, Babe’s eyes sparkle with anticipation. The silence lingers as he shakes it, first with a gentle sway, then with increasing vigor. Yet, the expected chirp remained elusive. “Poo-Poo Bird. Broken,” he says, handing the toy to his brother.

      Jamie breaks some tabs off the pole that held the cuckoo bird. He places the pole with the bird on top on the table. Grabbing a handful of crunchy, chocolaty puffs, he taps the bird. His brothers gather around him, watching with a mix of curiosity and amusement.

      As the cuckoo bird bobs down, he places a crunchy chocolate puff near the butt of the bird, then drops it. With each bob, a crunchy chocolate puff dispenses from the cuckoo bird’s butt. “I’m a poo-poo bird, I’m a poo-poo bird!” Jamie says as he flaps his arms and hops around the room. “I’m poo-poo for cuckoo puffs.”

      His brothers think it’s hilarious, and they join him in his game. They grab a handful of crunchy chocolate-flavored puffs and take turns dropping them from the bird’s butt. Soon, the table is covered with chocolate-flavored puffs.

      Taking one of the soggy chocolate-flavored puffs from his milk-filled bowl, he places it by the bird’s butt. Letting go, his brothers burst into laughter when the soggy chocolate-favored puff splatters on the table. Looking like a big cow patty, the wet and brown flattened puff rests on the kitchen table. “Poo-Poo bird sick,” Jamie says.

      The laughter of his brothers grows every time he mentions the poo-poo bird. Their mom asks, “What’s so funny?”

      Looking at the chocolate puffs scattered on the table, some moist and some crisp, she hands them a dish towel and tells them to tidy up the mess. “God’s watching,” she says. “He does not approve of profanity in your speech.”

      Jamie takes responsibility for disposing of the cereal bits. He eats them with his brothers, then brings their bowls to the kitchen sink.

      “What are your plans for your first day of summer?” his mom asks.

      His mind is filled with one thing: pinball. The sound of the flippers, the thrill of the bumpers, the joy of the high score. He can’t wait to get to the arcade and show off his skills. He imagines himself as a pinball wizard, dazzling the crowd with his amazing moves. He tells her, “I’m going to Yohann’s house.”

      Overhearing Jamie’s plan, Don rushes to his room and changes into his play clothes.

      “Bring your brother along,” his mom instructs. Yohann has a younger sibling, Haron, who is the same age as Don. “Be back for lunch,” she adds. “I’ll ring the bell.”
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        * * *

      

      Together, they pull the handle of the heavy wooden garage door. It creaks as it opens. Pulling out their bikes, they check the tires and brakes, then hop on. Jamie has a classic blue Schwinn Sting-Ray. Don has a sleek red racer. Once on their bikes, they decide to take the long way to Yohann’s house, enjoying the sights and sounds of the neighborhood. They zigzag through driveways, sidewalks, and alleys before pulling up to Yohann’s driveway, where he’s waiting for them on the porch.

      “Where have you been?” Yohann asks. “Why is your baby brother tagging along?”

      “He’s here to play with Haron,” Jamie states.

      Jerking his head forward, Yohann throws a fake jab at Don and says, “Go play dolls with my brother.”

      Walking to the front door, Don jerks his head forward and throws a fake jab back. Yohann lets Don in.

      “Spaz,” Don tells him.

      As Don enters the house, Yohann sticks out his leg, tripping him. “Look who’s the spaz!” Yohann says. Don flips him the middle finger and dashes inside. Yohann slams the door shut. “Let’s blow this taco stand!” he says. They hop on their bikes and zoom off to Dean’s house.

      “Give me five,” Dean says. Raising his hand, he waits for Yohann and Jamie to high-five him as they walk into his house.

      Dean’s house has a cool vibe, a leather jacket casually thrown over a chair look. It reminds Jamie of James Dean, his iconic rebel. As Jamie enters the family room, he is surrounded by rustic western antique décor that transports him to a different era, the legendary days of the Wild, Wild West. The room has a collection of weapons displayed in frames on the walls. There is a knife that belonged to Jim Bowie, who fought in a duel near the Mississippi River. There is also a Colt Buntline Special, the gun of Wyatt Earp, the famous outlaw. A poker table, with four plush chairs, sits near a bar with stools in the style of a saloon. Imagining himself as Bat Masterson, the famous lawman and gambler, he enters the room.

      Feeling like a hero, he walks down the dusty street of Dodge City. For he has a score to settle with the rebel soldier who had insulted Molly, the saloon girl he fancies. Seeing the scoundrel at the other end of the street, wearing a ragged gray uniform, he shouts, “I know you’re heeled, now fight!” The outlaw, eager to make a name for himself, shakes off the dust from his clothes. Moving towards Jamie, his hand hovers over a Winchester rifle. Without hesitating, Jamie pulls out his Colt .45, the gun that had killed many men. He aims and fires.

      The muzzle flash lights up the room. It is again a family room. “Let’s get the fuck out of Dodge,” Dean says. Flipping the light switch off, they leave.

      Pushing the bulky, heavy garage door with all his strength, Dean feels a surge of relief when it finally opens. Entering the garage, they head straight to his dad’s workbench. “Give them to me,” Dean says.

      Reaching into his pocket, Jamie gives Dean a handful of shiny new pennies. Dean sits down at the workbench and arranges the pennies in neat little piles. Then he picks up a stack of Topps baseball cards from the bench and hands them to Jamie. “Take what you want,” Dean says.

      Topps cards are the Bible of trading cards. Cherishing his collection, Jamie stores them in a sturdy metal box that used to hold index cards. He owes his collection to Dean, who generously shares his cards with him.

      Seeing Jamie with the cards, Yohann walks towards him. “What do we have here?” he asks. Examining the cards, they’re thrilled to discover new cards they’d never seen before. The anticipation of finding out who was on each card, whether it was an All-Star, a Rookie, or just an ordinary Joe Shmoe, fills Jamie with excitement.

      Taking a penny from the pile, Dean inserts it into the sturdy vise. He tightens the vise around the coin and begins to file it. Bits of copper shavings fell to the ground as he shapes the penny.

      Browsing through the collection of cards, they hope to find some valuable rookies. Yohann picks Nolan Ryan, one of his All-Star favorites, and sets it aside. Jamie scans the cards and selects Reggie Jackson, Bobby Bonds, and Jose Pena. Yohann smiles and shows him his next choices: Pete Rose, Mickey Mantle, and Harmon Killebrew.

      “Fudge,” Jamie says. Regretting not picking Mickey Mantle, he settles for Rollie Fingers.

      “Fuck, the word is fuck,” Dean says, then adds, “Do I have to do all the fuckin’ work?” Dean’s hands are covered in copper shavings as he hands the remaining pennies to Jamie, who looks at them with amusement.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” Jamie quips.

      Flipping him off with a copper-coated finger, Dean responds, “Fuck this.”

      Carefully shaving off the edges of the pennies, Jamie makes them the size of a dime. Smiling with a weird sense of accomplishment, he finishes the last penny. Holding up a handful of copper shavings, he lets them fall through his fingers. “Time to float, my precious,” Jamie says. The tiny copper shavings shimmer as they defy gravity and float.

      Dean holds a filed-down penny in his palm and takes out a dime from his pocket. He compares the two coins side by side. “What do you think?” he asks.

      “I need to shave off a bit more from the edges on this one,” Jamie replies.

      Jamie has a scheme to turn pennies into dimes, and Dean is in on it. Dean doesn’t need the money; he’s an only child and spoiled. He likes the thrill of cheating the system. A dime to Jamie, though, could buy a Fanta, a Razzle, and a game of pinball.

      Busy with his project, Yohann attaches baseball cards to the spokes of the bikes with clothespins. Lifting his bike, he spins the wheel. They stop to listen to the loud clicking of baseball cards.

      Handing most of the filed-down pennies to Dean, Jamie high-fives him, then Yohann. “Let’s split,” Dean says.

      Dean has the bike every kid dreams of: the Schwinn J38-9 Sting-Ray Grey Ghost 5-speed Stik-shift, also known as the Ghost Rider. He attaches a transistor radio to the front of his bike. Finding KMPX on the radio dial, he turns the volume to maximum and slowly gets on his bike. “Far out,” he says.

      As the radio blasts “Pinball Wizard,” Jamie and Yohann get on their bikes. They follow the Ghost Rider, who leads them down the driveway.

      “Let’s blow this taco stand!” Yohann yells.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rhythmic click of the cards motivates them to pedal faster. Like Ghost Riders in the sky, Jamie and his friends pedal fast, like damned cowboys doomed to catch the Devil’s herd. The cards create a rhythmic harmony with the explosive drumming of the legendary Keith Moon. Imagining himself as the master of the arcade game, Jamie flips and tilts the machine with skill and flair. He feels a surge of adrenaline and joy as he pedals faster and faster. His mind fills with the jumbled words of “Pinball Wizard.” He doesn’t pay attention to the noise, the bells, the flash. He plays by smell. For he has a gift for the game, he feels the flippers, he times them right, he is the Pinball Wizard.

      “Let’s stop and get a pop,” Dean yells.

      Parking their bikes near a gigantic replica of a green brontosaurus that’s been vandalized with an arrow and some fake blood, they approach a red Round Top pop machine in the back of the gas station. The boys salivate at the sight of condensation misting the glass, revealing chilled bottles of pop inside.

      “I’m buying,” Jamie offers.

      “Big deal,” Yohann remarks sarcastically.

      Inserting a shaved penny into the vending machine, he retrieves an ice-cold bottle of Coke and passes it to Dean, along with a nickel in change. He repeats the process for Yohann. He treats himself to his favorite pop, a Fanta orange. Holding his pop bottle near the edge of the pop machine, Dean removes the cap with a flick. Jamie mimics his action. Yohann uses the opener attached to the device.

      Facing each other, they raise their pops in a toast. “This pop’s for us!” they yell.

      Clinking their bottles together, they gulp down their drinks in one go. Snapping his fingers, Dean sends his bottle cap flying like a small Frisbee. Soaring through the air, it hits a sign near the base of the green, scaly brontosaurus. GAS cheaper than LSD. Have a safe Trip, it reads in a rainbow of colors. Snapping his fingers, Jamie’s bottle cap flies towards the green, scaly brontosaurus, hitting it between the eyes. Yohann mutters, “Damn drugged-out hippies.”

      Grabbing the empty pop bottles, Jamie heads into the gas station. Dean and Yohann hang outside the door.

      “You punks better be buying something,” the old man behind the counter says. “Fucking pick up those bottle caps on your way out.”

      Setting the empty pop bottles on the counter, Jamie heads to the back of the store. He spots the candy machine and sneaks a shaved penny into the slot. Getting a Razzle, he repeats the trick twice more. He pockets the Razzles, along with three nickels. Going back to the old man at the counter, he asks for his deposit money.

      “I got my eye on you punks,” the old man grumbles. He tosses six pennies on the counter with a clink.

      Pocketing the pennies, he places three nickels on the counter. He requests fifteen pennies in exchange. The old man eyes him with curiosity and slaps fifteen pennies on the counter.

      “Beat it, kid,” the old man snorts.
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        * * *

      

      Arriving at the small plaza, they leave their bikes in front of the Food Giant. Yohann secures their bikes with a chain. “Don’t trust anyone,” he says.

      They walk to the end of the plaza and stop at Family Fun Arcades. Yohann and Jamie ignore the kids puffing on cigarettes outside the entrance. But Dean high-fives one of the smokers as he follows his friends inside.

      The arcade is filled with smoke and the bright flashing colors of the pinball machines. The sound of bells ringing grows louder as they walk deeper into the room. A grumpy old man is sitting on a metal stool inside a metal cage. He has the top part of the cage door open, resting his head on his hands as he leans on a ledge. He watches them with a sour expression from the edge of the cage. A fat cigar hanging from his mouth moves with his eyes. His cigar points in their direction as he stops and stares at them.

      Approaching the caged old man through the smoky air, Dean stops in front of the cage. A sign above the cage reads, No Pay, No Play. Taking out three dollars, he places them on the ledge. The old man points to the sign below him. One play, a dime. Three plays, a quarter. Taking his cigar out of his mouth, he appears to savor the flavor in his mouth before blowing the smoke in Dean’s face.

      “What do you want, kid?” the old man asks.

      “Thirty dimes for me and my buddies,” Dean says.

      The old man taps his cigar on the ledge, letting an inch of ashes fall to the floor. “I don't care who they’re for,” he says. He puts the cigar back in his mouth and chews on it. Taking the three wrinkled dollars, he smooths them out. Glaring at Dean, he arranges thirty dimes in three stacks on the ledge. He points to the sign above his head: No Pay, No Play. “Once you punks are out of money, you’re out of here.”

      Dean pockets the thirty dimes and flashes a James Dean smile. He rejoins Yohann and Jamie, who are waiting for him. Glancing over his shoulder back at the old man to see if his cigar is pointing their way, Dean reaches into another pocket and pulls out a handful of the shaved pennies and hands ten to each of his friends.

      “What the hell did you get change for?” Yohann asks.

      “To make it look cool.” Dean smiles.

      They split up with ten pennies each, shaved to fit the coin slots. Jamie heads straight for his favorite game in the arcade, a pinball machine with a Yankee Baseball theme. It’s hidden in the back of the room, next to the Zoltan fortune teller booth. Cigarette and cigar smoke fill the back corner. It is so dense that it reminds Jamie of Candlestick Park on a misty day. He canbarely see through the smoke.

      Feeling a surge of joy as he drops the penny into the coin slot and hears the familiar clink. He is in pinball heaven, his fingers ready to work the flippers. Pressing the pitcher button, then the batter button, he sends the ball flying up the ramp. The home run lights flash as bells ring. The machine lights up and dings, rewarding him with a free game. Repeating the feat, he hits one home run after another, feeling like a pinball wizard.

      He imagines his mom smiling at him, proud of his skill. He is so absorbed in his imagination that he doesn’t notice the ball coming out of the pitcher’s mound. It whizzes past him and hits the strike zone. Strike three. Game over. The machine goes silent, leaving him in shock. Suddenly, he hears his mother’s voice, condemning his fascination with pinball machines, calling them instruments of evil that tempt him to waste his money and time on sinful gambling. He feels a pang of guilt for filing down the pennies.

      “Move over,” Yohann says, sliding a shaved penny into the coin slot. “Let’s play doubles.”

      The arcade door swings open, and the kids who were smoking outside walk in. One of the kids takes out a pack of Kools from his t-shirt sleeve and lights up. He saunters over to the pinball machine Dean is playing and leans on it.

      “Hey, Joe.” Dean nods, his eyes focused on the high shine of the pinball.

      “Want a coffin nail?” Joe asks, blowing out a ring of the sweet, smooth, minty smoke. He looks at Dean for reassurance.

      “I’m cool,” Dean says.

      “How about your buddies?”

      “They’re cool,” Dean replies. Joe rummages through his front pockets and pulls out the crumpled white liner.

      “Do you guys have any bread?” Joe asks.

      “This is my last dime.” Dean shrugs his shoulders.

      “Bummer.” Joe slouches on a pinball machine.

      The old man removes the fat cigar from his mouth, stands up from his metal stool, and exits his wired cage. “Get the hell out of here,” the old man screams at Joe and his friends. “No Pay, No Play.”

      Joe and his friends rush out the door faster than a pinball lost to the trough of the playing field. The old man, grumbling to himself, returns the cigar to his mouth and sits down on his hard metal stool.

      “You know that punk?” Yohann asks.

      “Joe Kool,” Dean says. “They call him Camel Joe.”

      “What a putz,” Yohann says. “Get a fucking job, damn hippie.”

      Dean is playing the Seashore pinball machine with his last shaved penny. Out of pennies, Jamie and Yohann watch him from each side of the pinball machine. Jamie can barely make out the sexy girl in a green bikini, lying on a sandy beach on the back glass of the machine. Inhaling the smoke blocking his view, he blows out a ring of smoke that expands, then vanishes in a big cloud. He imitates a smoker with his index and middle fingers, while Dean and Yohann laugh.

      “Smooth flavor, icy sensation, nothing cooler than this,” Jamie says.

      “You’d be in big trouble if your mom saw you,” Yohann warns.

      She’ll never find out, Jamie thinks to himself.

      Dean watches the pinball zoom past him, plunging into the gap between the flippers. The machine flashes Game Over, and he sighs. Following Jamie and Yohann out of the arcade, they cough as a cloud of smoke engulfs them. Jamie rubs his eyes and squints at the bright sunlight. Two girls run towards them, one with long blonde hair and the other with red.

      “Hey, where’s my hunk been hiding?” the redhead says as she spots Dean. Jamie and Yohann ignore her and keep walking to the Food Giant.

      “I’ve been right here,” Dean replies. She hugs him and whispers something in his ear, then slips a note and a pen into his pocket. Taking the note, he writes on it. Her friend giggles as they walk away.

      “Dig those groovy chicks,” Yohann says.

      Jamie is blown away by the sight of the two babes. They look nothing like the girls from Saint Peter and Paul’s. He cannot peel his eyes off the one with the wild blond hair and flower-power mini-skirt. Trying to be cool, he looks down as she looks back and giggles with her girlfriend.

      “Hey, man, I hooked you up with that chick,” Dean says.

      “Why?” Jamie says.

      “She wanted your phone number,” Dean smiles. “She dug your vibe, she told me you look like James Dean, only taller.”

      “You’re one lucky dipstick,” Yohann says. “It’s always the quiet ones.” Giving the bike next to him a kick, he sends it tumbling. Taking his chain off their bikes, he wraps it around his handlebars. They hop on their bikes and take off.

      “What’s her name?” Jamie asks. Dean flips on the radio to blast some tunes.

      “Amy,” Dean says.
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        * * *

      

      As the DJ announces the number one song on the Billboard Hot 100, “Sugar Sugar,” he puts the needle on the record.

      Jamie doesn’t hear the clicking sound of Pete Rose, Mickey Mantle, and Harmon Killebrew coming from the spokes of their bikes. He’s too focused on the radio, where the sound of the Archies’ sweet and catchy tune was playing. The sound of their bubblegum voices turns his Amy into his Betty.

      “Hey, isn’t that your mom ringing her handbell?” Yohann asks.

      The clicking sound of baseball cards gets louder. Then it changes to the familiar jingle of his mom’s handbell. Jamie sees his mom outside their home, next to the birdhouse he and his dad built. He knows what the handbell means, thanks to his Morse Code translator decoder book at home. He feels a surge of curiosity and excitement as he decodes each letter and word. He listens intently to the rhythmic tapping of dots and dashes, “dash, dot dot, dash dash, dot, dash, dash dash, dash dot dash dot, dash dash dash, dash dash, dot, dot dot dot dot, dash dash dot dash, dash dash, dot.” It’s Jamie’s signal to hurry home, lunch is ready.

      Dean has a habit of buying quirky gadgets from comic book ads and sharing them with Jamie. One of his gifts was a book that could translate Morse code. He was fascinated by the secret messages he could send and receive. Dean also gave him some Amazing Sea Monkeys and the disappointing X-Ray Vision glasses that did not work as advertised. Riding their bikes past Jamie’s house, they say their goodbyes.

      “Check ya later,” Dean says.

      “Buzz off,” Yohann says.
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