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THE OVERTURE


One Monday in October, before I even noticed him bearing down on me across the St. Mary’s playground, I could sense Fat Vinny’s approach, like a horde of swollen locusts rising from the stubbled plain to blot out the sun. Swallowing my panic, I looked around for a place to flee.


But this was a school playground, paved, naked, pitiless and barren, its only protrusions useless for concealment—monkey bars, a ramshackle basketball hoop, and an ironic merry-go-round that regularly snapped, like jackstraws, the ankles of unwary kids.


Kids! There were lots of kids. It was noon recess and we were myriad. I headed for a group of fellow seventh-graders, who had huddled together against the arctic wind that—from October through April—strafed the highest point in town. I strove to blend in. “Hi, guys. Hey, Kiegel, how ya doin’?” My arrival dispersed them. I was left standing alone, in a ten-foot circle of unpopularity. The wind mocked me. Fat Vinny hove into view, his flat feet whapping rhythmically on the asphalt.


The first time you saw Fat Vinny, you wondered who’d let this middle-aged degenerate into the building to mingle with first-grade tots and eight-year-old virgins. Vinny wasn’t fat from being too short for his weight (he stood six feet tall by eighth grade), or from his parents’ genes (his father was a mystery, his mother a stork-shaped spook), or from too many potato chips in front of Howdy Doody and Buffalo Bob. Vinny’s fat was urban and somehow ill-gotten. Vinny’s fat was frightening. Vinny was fat like Sydney Greenstreet, slope-shouldered and sagging, droopy-eyed and jowly, wanton and self-indulgent. Moisture oozed from somewhere inside him, imparting a dull sheen to his skin.


He closed in on me. I was too proud to quail, too dignified to turn tail and run. Anyway, where could I go? It was forbidden to set foot beyond the playground. Besides, for me, Fat Vinny held no true terrors. I knew him only too well. I had sat in his gloomy parlor above the Firestone store on Superior Avenue, drinking from his endless bounty of Coca-Cola and watching him nervously while he clacked a cartridge in and out, in and out of the chamber of his mother’s .38 caliber pistol. I was probably the only “friend” Vinny had in the world.


He arrived. He puffed obesely. He bent over me. Irritably, I looked up into his face, which would always be dominated by that pendulous lower lip, purplish and flecked with bubbles of spit. His upper lip worked constantly, wormlike and restless, beneath an unwholesome field of blackheads and incipient whiskers. Deposits of nicotine had established themselves in each corner of his mouth. Around his hovering nose, a modest bloom of pimples flourished, each eager to burst open and cast its seeds into Vinny’s endless, wobbling skinscape of ill-washed pores and fecund oils. Vinny looked down at me benignly, through heavy lids and half-moon eyes that drooped pinkly into his cheekbones and jittered electrically in the middle, like dying neon. Vinny had twin widow’s peaks, like Satan’s horns, and he was already losing his hair. He groomed his coif with some substance that had the look and smell of floor wax.


Although he had never lifted an overt finger to harm anyone, Fat Vinny scared the hell out of almost every kid in school. Once, two years before, a few boys hatched the idea of throwing things at Vinny. This swiftly developed into a popular pastime. Without apparent provocation, a crowd would gather ’round Fat Vinny and begin to stone him with any object that came to hand—rocks, sticks, pencils, milk cartons, spelling books, mittens, stocking caps snatched off other kids’ heads. Fat Vinny would flee from this, lumberingly—unscathed but vexed—much like a turkey vulture harassed by blackbirds. Eventually, Fat Vinny curtailed these larks by hiring kids as bodyguards, at fifty cents a day—a king’s ransom in the kid economy of the times. Fat Vinny always had money, another reason everybody hated him.


At some point I purified my abhorrence of Fat Vinny by adopting an attitude of pity. This was why, shortly after the fad of throwing things at Fat Vinny had fallen out of vogue on the St. Mary’s playground, I approached him one day in the aisle of the Red Owl store and offered an apology—not because I had actually thrown stuff at Vinny but because I had condoned the throwing. Fat Vinny, whose street smarts were light-years ahead of mine, didn’t know who I was and what on earth I was sorry about. He simply forgave me on the spot and recruited me as his flunky—a position I held for some six months until I wised up and gradually extricated myself from Vinny’s ample sphere.


But once acquainted, you never really got clear of Fat Vinny. Here he was again, wedging himself back into my life.


I looked into his eyes, stubbornly unflinching.


“Yeah?” I said reluctantly. “Whut?”


“Dave, Dave, Dave,” said Fat Vinny, oilily. “How’s it goin’?”
 

Nobody called me “Dave.” My mother, and the nuns, called me “David.” Kids I didn’t know called me “kid,” which is how all kids addressed each other. Once, at 4H Camp, I had been known for four days as “Charlie.” Otherwise, kids called me by my last name, because first-name recognition suggested friendship. I had no actual friends. Even Koscal called me “Benjamin.” I called him “Koscal.”


But Fat Vinny called me “Dave.” I recoiled at the syllable.
 

“Fine,” I replied.


“I ain’t seen y’around lately,” said Fat Vinny, feigning geniality. He laid an unwelcome hand on my shoulder and breathed on me. Camel breath.


“Yeah, well, I been around, Vinny.”


‘Doin’ what?” asked Vinny, simulating curiosity.


“Stuff.”


“Uh huh.”


The small talk was killing me. Kids were watching us. Kids always kept an eye on Fat Vinny. The urge to pry up a loose chunk of asphalt was never far beneath the surface. Worse, any visible association with Fat Vinny was further reason for kids to shun me. I wished he’d go away. I wished the bell would ring. A plague of locusts would have been welcome.


“I been doin’ a lot of deliveries,” Vinny rambled on. “Plus collectin’ stuff. You know how much old man Cooper’s payin’ for scrap steel?”


“Vinny,” I said edging out from under his paw, “whaddya want?”


Fat Vinny’s face brightened to a sort of off-gray.


“Maybe you could help me with somethin’,” he ventured.


“Whut?”


“I’ll pay ya for it.”


Fat Vinny’s money always had strings. I sighed loudly. “Jeez, Vinny. Whyncha jist tell me whatcha want first, okay?”


“Well,” said Vinny. He shuffled his feet, which were shod in crumpled brown shoes with sloping heels. “I’m growin’ up, y’know.”


What the hell was this? Fat Vinny wanted something and he had the money to pay for it. But he was still beating around the bush. This was unheard of. In a way, though, it was also fascinating. So I played along. “Yeah, well, me too,” I said. “I guess everybody is.”


“Not like me, Dave.”


“Oh yeah?”


“Yeah. My body’s changing. My feelings.”


This dialog was beginning to disturb me. I looked up hopefully at the wall of the school, just under the roof line, where the bell was. It hung there, mute.


“Feelings? You got feelings?”


“Course! Strong ones.”


Oh, Jesus, I thought.


“Vinny, what is—”


“So, Dave, how do you feel about girls?” Vinny asked suddenly.


“Girls?” This was a complicated question. I wasn’t one of your knee-jerk girl-haters, possibly because girls were allowed to be smart in school without suffering social ostracism. I envied girls this privilege, and often found them more stimulating in conversation than boys. I’d noticed in myself fleeting attractions to non-boys as far back as first grade. Once in third grade, I had flirted—by sneaking up behind her and lifting her skirt—with Beatrice Dwyer, my spelling-bee nemesis and fellow novelist. I had also carried out a yearlong dalliance with a cute red-haired classmate named Debbie, which involved me walking her home from fourth grade and jumping over trash cans and lawn jockeys for her. Over the last few grades, however, Debbie and I had drifted apart. Nowadays, Debbie was wearing short skirts, risking Sister Mary Ann’s wrath with a pale smear of lipstick and batting her eyelashes at the taller of the eighth-grade boys (except, of course, Fat Vinny, who was the tallest kid in school).


However, it was bad form—especially for a leper like myself—to confess any sympathy whatsoever for girls. If word got around …


“Well,” I said, “girls are okay, I guess.”


“Y’see?” Fat Vinny replied sharply. “There’s the difference between you and me. You’re just a little boy. I’m on the cusp of manhood.”


This sounded like something Vinny had read. I didn’t want to see the book.


“What the hell you talkin’ about?”


Why didn’t the bell ring?


“Look, the bell’s gonna ring,” said Vinny. “There’s this girl.”
 

“What girl?”


“You know her.”


“Know who?”


“This girl.”


“What girl?”


“I gotta meet her,” said Vinny. Plaintiveness was something I had never expected to hear in Fat Vinny’s voice. It added a new depth of sickening to his personality.


“Meet who?”


“You gotta introduce me, Dave!”


The bell rang.


I almost said “Who?” again, but stifled my curiosity and ran—for the relative pleasure of three more hours with Sister Mary Ann.


I managed to dodge Fat Vinny for the next two days.
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EIGHT O’CLOCK MASS


“Koscal, you prick!”


“Wha’d I do?”


That morning, Koscal—who was my pathetic excuse for a best friend—had showed up in the sacristy a whole hour before Mass. He was already duded up in his server outfit, a minimal fashion statement that consisted of a black cassock and an embarrassing white-lace doily, called a surplice.


Koscal had never before been on time for anything, much less early. But here he was. The early worm was still wriggling in his gullet. And he had grabbed the best cassock.


“Undress, Koscal.”


“Huh?”


Koscal played dumb with a masterful touch, probably because the role was typecast.


“Take off the cassock. It’s mine.”


“Hey, there’s another cassock in the closet. Wear that one. What’s the difference?”


Koscal knew what the difference was.


St. Mary’s had a limited and threadbare supply of altar-boy apparel. A surplice was a surplice, but cassocks were fought-over frocks—especially on the dry-cleaning days that rolled around once a month.


“Look, Koscal. I’ve been a server a lot longer than you, and I got first dibs on cassocks.”


“Yeah? Says who?”


“I say.”


“Yeah? Whoa! Big hairy deal.”


“Jeez, c’mon, Koscal. I’m s’posed to be training you.”


“Well, ya don’t hafta train me how to put on a cassock. Look!”


He did little fouetté.


“Koscal, you prick! Take it off.”


Normally, there hung in the servers’ closet a choice of seven or eight frayed and faded cassocks. But on certain days every month, there were only two. All the rest were at the Band Box Cleaners, from which they didn’t usually return—smelling faintly of benzene—’til midweek. This was Tuesday.


The missing cassocks were not any spiffier than the two left behind. Our problem was that the nuns who sent our duds to the Band Box—but never had to wear them—didn’t know a good cassock from a shitty cassock.


We did. The good ones had snaps up the front. They took twenty seconds to snap up and they stayed snapped. The shitty ones, which dated back, as far as we knew, to the reign of Pope Pius XI, had hooks and eyes. Many of these Depression-era hooks were hanging by a thread, or they had been ripped out entirely by three generations of fumble-fingered sixth-grade boys. A majority of the corresponding eyes were stretched out into useless giant loops or simply weren’t there anymore. Even the few hooks and eyes that had remained intact were diabolically fickle. They were prone to separate unexpectedly, so that halfway through Mass, you were flapping across the altar, blue jeans exposed blasphemously, your cassock trailing in your wake like Batman’s cape.


“Koscal, I gotta have that cassock. I’m the head server.”
 

“Wow, head server. Big hairy deal.”


“Goddammit, Koscal.”


I knew why Koscal had come early. It wasn’t just a matter of cassocks. He was waging one of his charm offensives. Although customarily as lazy and uncouth as a carrion crow, Koscal could—in brief spurts—convince unwary grownups that he was the sweetest little boy since Bobby Shaftoe.


Koscal had been eligible to serve Mass since way last spring, but he’d never studied his Latin responses. So, Sister Corrine, who was in charge of the servers, dropped Koscal from the team. When we got back to school in the fall, Sister Corrine was gone. A brand-new nun, Sister Patrice—fresh off the farm—was the new altar boss. Koscal smelled an opportunity to pull an Eddie Haskell. He spent a month sucking up to Sister Patrice, loitering around the sixth-grade classroom after school—even though we were both in seventh grade now—clapping her erasers, helping decorate her bulletin board, showing off his Latin.


Finally, yes, now the smarmy prick knew his Latin.


The result was a maddening injustice. Not only was Koscal slotted back into the Mass rotation, he was spared shakedown duty on the six o’clock Mass graveyard shift—which was mandatory for rookies. Worse, Sister Patrice paired Koscal with me, to train him. Why me? Because I was the meekest and most slavishly conscientious server in the seventh grade—for which my reward was Koscal, whom I now had to lead around by his boogery nose for six straight eight o’clock Masses.


If I was going to get my cassock back, I had to pull rank.


“Okay, fine, Koscal. But you don’t get to light the candles.”


“Huh? Whut?”


“All week.”


“Aw, jeez!”


Except for ringing the chimes during the Consecration, lighting the altar candles before Mass was the coolest part of being a server.


“Hey, I’m the head server this week,” I said. “I decide who lights the candles.”


“Well, then I ring the chimes.”


“Nope. No candles. No chimes.”


“Aw, shit. C’mon, no fair!”


The altar candles were set into three towering candelabra, about twelve feet at their apex, behind the altar. To light them, you wielded a long brass rod that housed a retractable wick. You struck a match in the sacristy—in church!—which was a feeling of power unparalleled for a Catholic kid. You lit the wick, and then—about ten minutes before Mass—while the motley pupils of St. Mary’s were filing into the pews, plus all the nuns and a smattering of what the Church, for some reason, called “lay people,” you glided out onto the altar—bearing fire!—your head bowed devoutly, the skirt of your cassock swaying religiously.


For one shining moment, you were on stage, doing a solo, the center of attention. Nobody in the pews had anything to look at but you. With the slightest flourish, you stretched out your fiery rod, touching the first, cold candlestick, holding steady to make sure the wick ignited, building suspense among the rapt, captive parishioners. At the instant the first candle flickered to life, you moved on, taper after taper, across the altar, genuflecting theatrically as you passed the Tabernacle, bestowing light upon the darkling throng.


You strode back to the sacristy flush with pious exhilaration.
 

Koscal, a chronic showoff, was a sucker for this fifth-rate spectacle. He loved the feel of the brass rod and the gaze of the crusty-eyed congregation as he sashayed around the sanctuary of Jesus. Knowing him like I knew the words of the Agnus Dei, I had him over a barrel. He gnawed a lip and fingered the tattered hem of his surplice. The candle ceremony drew him like, well, a moth to a flame.


“Awright, take the goddamn cassock,” he blurted. He shed his surplice and attacked the coveted snaps. “Shit. No fair, man.”


“Yeah, well, tough titty, Koscal. Hurry up.”


After the wardrobe crisis, our Mass preparations slipped into routine. We crossed the altar to the priest’s sacristy, which was much bigger—with a desk and a little sink and mirror, a lot of tall cabinets, even a little water closet. Koscal went straight for the candle-lighter and matches. Except for his cassock flying open halfway through, he managed to handle the candles without engulfing the Body of Christ in flames.


While Koscal was on stage, the star of the show arrived. Our priest all week was the new assistant, Father Finucan, who had all the warmth and suavity of a Marine Corps barber. Successor to the young, handsome, gregarious and witty Father Seubert, the new priest suffered by contrast. Father Finucan was gaunt and fortyish with a permanent five o’clock shadow and V-shaped Lee Van Cleef eyebrows. In less than a month, we’d come to dread his weekly visits to catechism class. If you blew a recitation by a mere word or two, he made you write out an entire chapter of Father McGuire’s Baltimore Catechism—questions and responses—ten times. He never spoke to a kid without scolding him. And if you got him in Confession, he’d bury you. For admitting a handful of little white lies and disobeying your parents a half-dozen times—not even any impure thoughts (the unconfessable sin)—he gave you entire rosaries as penance. Ten rosaries for fibbing to Mom? Come on, Father!


When Koscal and I were in the sacristy with Father Finucan, we played it safe, avoiding conversation and averting our eyes. All we said was, “Good morning, Father.” He returned our greeting, scowled at Koscal’s cassock, which was flaring open like a cheongsam in a Shanghai whorehouse, adjusted his chasuble and shot his cuffs.


Just to be safe, I said to Koscal, “All the candles lit?”


“Yeah.”


“You didn’t miss any?”


“No!”


“Chimes where they’re s’posed to be?”


Koscal stole a look at the altar steps.


“Yeah. There they are.”


“Cruets full?”


“Cruets?”


“Yeah. The cruets. Are they full?”


“Oh. Yeah.”


“Good.”


Out we marched, to Mass. Eight o’clock. The big matinee. Father Finucan decked out in chartreuse vestments. Nuns all lined up in the front row, with all the grades stacked row upon row behind them, except for fifth grade, who were up in the choir loft, squalling their hearts out for Sister Claveria, with Sister Bernice—the world’s worst piano teacher—hammering the organ. The whole scene was s.o.p. for me. I’d been serving Mass regularly since last spring. My only new wrinkle was Koscal, who was also my first trainee. Besides being a shameless suck-up, Koscal was hardly your standard-issue greenhorn. Normally, your rookie server, scared of the priest and awed by the nearness of the Holy Body of Jesus Christ Our Lord and Savior, plus all the nuns staring bullets from the front row, was paralyzed by stage fright and thankfully compliant to the demands of the head server. My first Mass, before an audience of five shriveled crones in black dresses and print scarves at a cold 6 a.m. the previous March, had been the most terrifying ordeal of my life.


But Koscal was a kid with no conscience, no fear and no discernible reverence, especially for me. He had no idea what he was doing on the altar, but he was doing it with panache. Like a lion-tamer without a whip, I had to watch his every flounce and flourish.


I was so intent on preventing a Koscal gaffe that I hadn’t run my customary visual checklist of the paraphernalia on the altar. Not that I was supposed to. The nuns prepared the altar. Servers just knelt behind the priest, brought him wine and water and napkins when he needed them, rang the chimes, held the paten under people’s chins during Communion. Today was a High Mass, so we didn’t even have to make the usual Latin responses to Father Finucan. Sister Claveria’s fifth-graders were belting out the Kyries and Domini Vobisca from the mezzanine.


So it came as a shock when the Offertory rolled around and I herded Koscal over to the little shelf at stage left, where the water and wine waited to be presented for God’s glory.


“What the—”


“Huh? Whut?”


“Koscal,” I said, panic creeping up my thighs, “you said the cruets were full.”


“Yeah, I was gonna ask ya. What’s a cruet?”


“Oh shit.”


Father Finucan had moved to the edge of the altar. He stood there, arms bent at the elbow, hands held out, each palm upward, his index finger delicately touching his thumb, holding that classic ecclesiastical pose that signals to the alert altar boy that he’d better haul ass ’cause Jesus is tapping his foot and checking his Timex.


Today, I realized as panic began to constrict my larynx, that Jesus was going to have to cool his heels. There was about an inch of holy water in the water cruet and barely enough wine in its vessel to generate a fume.


“Those’re s’posed to be full, ain’t they?” said Koscal.


“Koscal, you dipshit.”


“I don’t think you should talk like that during Mass.”


“Shut up.”


I went weak-kneed, staring at the empty cruets. I heard Father Finucan clear his throat. He couldn’t see the problem, because Koscal and I were blocking his view of the little shelf. I sensed an unease in the nun-intensive front row of pews.


“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go.”


I draped a napkin over an arm, handed Koscal the water cruet, took up the wine cruet, and we shuffled off to Father Finucan.


As we climbed the three steps to the top of the altar, the priest’s face darkened.


“What’s this?” he said.


“Well, Father—”


“Is this a joke?”


A joke? On a priest? At Mass? Koscal and I both paled at the thought.


“The cruets are empty,” said Father Finucan, astutely grasping the obvious. His voice was edged with menace.


“Well, there’s a little in there, Father,” I said. “See?”


“You are joking with me. At Mass!”


There it was again. I went a little whiter.


“No, Father. Oh no.”


Koscal, of course, was stonily silent. He seemed almost casual. He was clueless to the magnitude of the crisis.


“Do something!” said Father Finucan.


With that, he receded to the Tabernacle, where he settled in, his hands still upraised, his back to the congregation. He mouthed ferocious little prayers and occasionally shot a murderous glance at Koscal and me.


“Well,” said my faithless sidekick, “what now?”


“Koscal, you moron!”


“Wha’d I do?”


Father Finucan had said Do Something. But what? I was in the throne room of the House of God. Everything around me was holy. I wasn’t holy. Anything I touched I would defile. Just handling the cruets at eight o’clock Mass—touching the vessels of holy water and the Blood of Christ—filled me with awe and a shameful unworthiness. Now, I was under orders, from God’s anointed emissary on Earth, to take initiative, in a situation where if I made the wrong move, uttered one impious syllable, profaned one sacred object, I would trigger an avalanche of mortal sins so prodigious that I’d be reciting rosaries into the 1970s.


For God’s sake, I was only twelve.


Plus, there was Koscal.


“Whutcha gonna do, man?”


“Shut up.”


We couldn’t just stand there. Father Finucan fired off a fresh dirty look. I could see, from the corner of my eye, ominous shuffling in the front row.


“Come on,” I said.


I elbowed Koscal in the ribs and led him back to the shelf. We set down the empty cruets. I folded the napkin gently and set it down.


“Wait here,” I said.


“Where ya goin’?”


Feeling that tightness in the diaphragm that comes just before the rollercoaster heads downhill, I left Koscal alone with the parched cruets. I marched across the altar, almost forgot to genuflect as I passed the Tabernacle, skirted the communion rail and bore down, with all due dread, on the front row. I heard a sibilance in the pews, a collective gasp from the population of St. Mary’s School. Reeling with fear, I scanned the long two-toned row of distressed Dominican nuns.


Which nun?


There was, alas, no real choice. My seventh grade teacher—my personal nun—was the abominable Sister Mary Ann. Every kid in her class wondered what she was doing in a school. One theory had it that when they asked her if she wanted to be a teaching nun, she thought they said “torturing,” and she was pissed off when she found out she couldn’t snip off her pupils’ fingers and feed them to her pet tarantulas. She hated children, especially boys. To her, we were gibbering barbarians who had to be watched suspiciously, humiliated incessantly and, at the slightest sign of resistance, smushed like grubs. If she heard an unwonted peep in class, she would glide to the utterer’s desk. An avenging basilisk in black and white, her florid, contemptuous face framed in starched damask, she loomed monstrous over the wretched, cowering kid. She slapped her blood-spattered ruler rhythmically against a palm. She would lean down to the kid’s face so close you could count the whiskers under her nose. She would speak in sharp puffs that made the kid’s eyelids flutter involuntarily. She repeated the kid’s name over and over, ’til he grew to hate the sound of it.


“Do you have something to say to the class, David?”


“Uh, no, Sister.”


“You had something to say a moment ago, David.”


“I was just … um, I won’t … I’ll be …”


“So, this is a surprise, David.”


“Uh.”


“You have nothing to say, David? NOTHING?”


“Well, I guess … no, Sister.”


“Isn’t this just so typical, David?”


“I, uh … is it?”


“Silence, you!”


“Yes, Sister.”


Whereat she would rise up, stride to the front of the class, turn and point a claw at the poor kid, who was shrinking in his seat like a salted slug.


“David has nothing to say, except at times when silence is the rule. David says nothing. He does nothing. He thinks nothing. He cares for nothing. David is nothing. He will remain nothing unless he decides that the work of this class, in this school, is something that deserves his attention and deserves his hard work. David will be nothing for the rest of his life—NOTHING!—until he learns respect for his teachers and his school. Until he learns to love God and his Savior. You are nothing, David, and you will be nothing in the eyes of God and our Savior, Jesus Christ Our Lord, until you show you are willing—and able!—to make the sacrifices, day in and day out, that God expects, and that I demand of you. Is this clear to you, David?”


She was talking to me, of course. I had to crawl out from under my desk to answer.


“Um, yes, Sister.”


Sister Mary Ann had many reasons to deplore me, among them my mother’s divorce from my dad, which was a sin and a sacrilege so mortal that it was unforgivable by God or the Church—and even if God and the Church came around and forgave Mom, Sister Mary Ann was no such soft touch. If she couldn’t personally fling Mom into the eternal fires of Perdition, she could at least roast my scrawny ass on a daily basis.


Ironically, I did not help my cause by getting a lot of A’s in class. Sister Mary Ann winced whenever I raised my hand and got the answer right. She regarded my modest precocity as an impertinence. My proper station in life required that I pile up D’s and F’s, inexorably sinking into habitual disobedience, truancy, malingering, consorting with Lutherans and smoking cheroots in the pool hall. By taking up space at the top of the class, I was forestalling my just, meet and pre-ordained damnation.


Until today’s fateful Mass. This was her chance. Satan was greasing the chute.


I faced Sister Mary Ann across the rail of the front pew. The congregation, every kid in school—plus the odd lay person—gaped wonderingly. No one had ever seen a server just walk off the altar of God to strike up a conversation with the audience. The nuns were aghast, except for Sister Terence, the principal, whose eyes never ceased to twinkle with love and good cheer.


Sister Mary Ann smirked at me triumphantly.


“Sister,” I began.


“David, what on earth is going on up there?” Her ferocious whisper was audible in the rafters of St. Mary’s. A faint echo, which haunted the tapered ceiling of the old church, awaiting sounds of a certain tone and timbre, answered Sister Mary Ann.


“… th … earth … earth … earth …earth … ear…”


And faded away.


“Sister, I’m sorry,” I whimpered. “But the cruets were empty.”


“The cruets were empty?”


“… mpty … mpty … mpty … mp …”


“Yes, Sister,” I said, rushing to say as much as I could before she reached out and choked me to death in the presence of God. “… and Father Finucan said, ‘Do something,’ but I’m not sure—I mean—I don’t know what—”


“David, you didn’t check the cruets before Mass?”


Great. Now I was going to have to stand there, explaining about having to train the idiot Koscal, plus the cassock hassle and the stupid battle over the candles, plus—for God’s sake—filling up the damn cruets was not my job. The nuns—


“David, say something!”


“… ing … ing … ing … ing … ing … ng …”


“Sister, I—”


“And why are you talking to me, David?”


This one caught me off guard.


“Well, jeez, Sister,” I said. “You’re my teacher.”


“Am I the teacher, David, in charge of servers?”


It was October in St. Mary’s, the coldest church west of Vladivostok. Despite the ambient indoor temperature of 40° Fahrenheit, I had sweated through my thermal undershirt, my flannel Roy Rogers jersey and my sweater vest. I was beginning to soak my cassock.


“Well, no, Sister.”


“Well then, who, may I ask, is?”


“Um, Sister Patrice, Sister.”


“Well then, David, perhaps you should cease pestering me—during the celebration of the Holy Mass!—and consult with Sister Patrice.”


“… ice … ice … ice … ice … ice …”


“Yes, Sister.”


Sister Mary Ann concluded our interview by bestowing a Pontius Pilate sneer.


I looked desperately down the row of nuns. I felt like a Negro defendant sneaking a glance at the eyes of an all-white Georgia jury. The nuns’ faces suggested emotions that ranged from dismay to disbelief, except for Sister Terence, who just twinkled on.


“Sister … Patrice?”


A soft voice down the row, said, “Yes?”


I looked for her. But their faces were all the same!


I felt tears in my eyes.


“Sister?”


One of the nun-heads nodded. It came into focus. Her square-framed visage had large, soft eyes, a button nose, pale pink bee-stung lips. Her cowl was white. White, not black! I saw her. I ran to her.


“Sister!” I begged.


“I heard everything,” said Sister Patrice, her eyes damp with sympathy. “I’m afraid—”


She stopped. The other nuns were eavesdropping. Everybody knew that Sister Drusilla, who had gotten too old and absentminded to manage a classroom, was the nun assigned to prepare the altar. It was a simple job and she did it fine—except now and then, when her brain short-circuited.


As a mere kid, I dared not even hint that sweet old Sister Dru had screwed up the cruets. I was the unwashed, sin-drenched spawn of a Protestant father and a broken home. She was the bride of Christ.


Sister Patrice understood my dilemma. Her compassion radiated from her like body heat. But she was a novice stationed in the pew between two large old stoic nuns, who were both glaring at me homicidally.


“Sister, what’ll I do?”


Sister Patrice sighed. She bent forward. In a whisper too small even for me to hear, she made a suggestion. I clutched the rail to keep from swooning.


“Huh?” I said.


She leaned toward my ear and repeated her advice.


“Oh, Sister. I can’t,” I whispered. “I’m not allowed.”


“You have my permission,” she said, more bravely than I realized then. “It’s all right. It’s not blessed yet. Father Finucan will do that.”


“Jeez,” I said to myself.


“Hurry now.”


Hurry? I wasn’t sure I could still walk. But the natives in the pews were growing restless. Kids were shifting, muttering, a few were giggling. Kneelers creaked, echoing weirdly up the cold brick walls and into the incense-sooted rafters.


“Quickly!”


“Yes, Sister.”


I did an unsteady about-face, and headed back to Koscal. He was fidgeting at the cruet shelf, trying to get his hooks and eyes to stay connected. As I genuflected past the Tabernacle, I checked on Father Finucan, whose back was still turned, his index fingers grinding into his thumbs. I could hear him droning devotionals with an intonation that intimated my mortality.


When I finally covered what seemed like five miles from Sister Patrice to Koscal, I thrust the water cruet into his hand, grabbed the wine cruet and said, “C’mon.”


“Where we goin’?”


“Shut up!”


As I shoved Koscal toward the priest’s sacristy, I caught Father Finucan out of the edge of my view, turning toward us. As we forsook the altar, the color rose in his normally gray cheeks. His mouth opened but nothing came out.


The congregation was more expressive.


By the time Koscal and I were inside the sacristy, Father Finucan was turning back toward the Tabernacle. His prayers recommenced a moment later, his consonants detonating like breathy reports from a BB gun.


Thanks to St. Mary’s macabre acoustics, we could hear him. We could also hear the mounting turmoil in the pews.


I hurriedly filled the water cruet from the tap in the sink.


“Hey!” said Koscal. “That ain’t holy water.”


“Father will bless it. Don’t worry.”


Koscal looked suddenly stricken. “Wait a second. Y’mean, holy water is just, like, regular water?”


“Until it’s blessed, yeah!” I didn’t have time for theology. “C’mon, Koscal, dammit!”


I headed for the towering armoire that covered one whole wall of the St. Mary’s sacristy. I started to fling open doors. The third was the charm. There, on the second shelf, was the sacred wine of God Almighty, bottle after bottle in serried ranks. Every bottle was full—two sloshing gallons of rich, sticky, amber sacramental wine. Each bottle weighed about twenty pounds.


“Oh, man!” said Koscal. “No!”


“We gotta.”


“That’s holy, man!”


“No, goddammit, Koscal, it’s not holy.” I reached for the nearest magnum. “It’s like the water. It ain’t holy ’til it’s blessed. Sister said.”


“Jeez. Really?”


Koscal was experiencing a religious epiphany for which neither of us had time. Ignoring Koscal’s crisis of faith, I wrestled a bottle off the shelf, almost dropping it as my noodle arms took its full weight. I guided the jug to the floor, where it hit with a reverberating crack.


“… ack … ack … ack …”


For a moment, the murmuring church fell silent. The bottle, to my overwhelming relief, was undamaged. Its glass looked an inch thick.


Frantically, I applied myself to unscrewing the cap. It didn’t budge.


“Oh God oh God oh God.”


“Let me try,” said Koscal, who had apparently recovered sufficiently from his psychic rearrangement of the sacred and the profane to re-enter the mortal coil.


Koscal was an athlete. Koscal was strong. Finally, in this fresh predicament, he wasn’t the farcically useless clod that he had been all morning.


“Fine,” I said. “Go ahead.”


Koscal, the athlete, couldn’t budge the cap.


“Boy, this is a tough one,” he said.


“Jesus, Koscal!”


So, I tried again. Nothing.


So, Koscal took another crack at the cap, straining over the bottle, folding his body and literally spinning in a circle. The cap stood firm.


“Shit shit shit,” I muttered.


“Maybe,” suggested Koscal, flapping his abraded hand, “you should go ask Sister.”


“Jee-zus, Koscal!”


We stood there for a moment. Our faces were red, our breathing was labored. The pong of perspiration soured the sacristy. We knew we had to go out and ask Father Finucan to come back to the sacristy, to interrupt the holy Mass, and unscrew the wine bottle. This was unthinkable. It was a one-way ticket straight to Hell for both of us. We stared, crushed and dejected, at the beautiful polished oak floor of St. Mary’s sacristy. We were surely damned, and afraid to look each other in the eye.


“Wait,” I said.


“Huh? Whut?”


When my mom can’t get a jar open, the taps around the edges with a knife.”


“A knife? We don’t got a knife!”


We didn’t have a knife.


“Something hard!” I said. “Anything!”


“Where? What?”


“Koscal! Gimme your shoe!”


“Huh?”


“Your shoe. Gimme your goddamn shoe!”


This was too loud. I peered through the doorway, at the altar, and caught—from Father Finucan—a sidelong glare that burned with divine vengeance.


“Awjeez,” I muttered.


I would have volunteered my own shoes, but they weren’t up to the challenge. I was trying to stretch the lifespan of my summer sneakers. They had no hard surfaces, especially after four months of what my grandma Annie called “rammin’ around.” The uppers were shredded, the laces were knotted stubs and the soles were onion skin. My dying sneakers barely clung to my feet.


“Here!” said Koscal.
 

“Whut?”


“My shoe!”


“Oh.”


Koscal, to my relief, had already made the autumn transition to hard shoes. I clutched at his scuff-toed clodhopper like a drowning man going under. I turned it over.


Our reprieve was nailed to the heel. I knew from listening to him in the halls of St. Mary’s that Koscal had clips. Heel clips, among kids, were considered cool, because they announced your rat-a-tat passage along the streets and corridors of Western civilization. They gave you rhythm. They suggested James Dean and Chubby Checker. Best of all, they were one of the few affectations of childish fashion that had grownup approval. Parents asked the local shoe repairman—usually my Uncle Bob—to nail steel clips onto their kids’ shoes to prolong the life of the heels, which your average kid could normally scrape paper-thin in less than ten days of routine shuffling, skidding and foot-dragging.


Koscal was an Olympic-class heel-wrecker.


“Clips!” I said.


“Oh,” said Koscal. “Right. Good idea, man.”


I attacked the wine cap. A new strange sound, a hesitant tapping, clattered through the dusty nooks of the old church. Father Finucan paused in his Latin. The pews went quiet.


I dropped the shoe. The wine cap now had a circle of tiny dents. I seized it, leaned on the bottle and twisted with all my puny might. A fine, telltale crunching greeted my strain—the music of congealed wine releasing its grip. I ripped off the reluctant cap.


“There!” I said, waving it in Koscal’s face.


I grabbed the wine cruet. I thrust it into Koscal’s hands.


“Hold this! Steady! I’ll pour.”


In a panicky spasm of uncommon strength, I lifted the full bottle all the way to my waist before realizing how heavy it was. I staggered backward, feeling the bottle slipping from my grip as it sloshed sweet wine onto my surplice and cassock.


Banging into the armoire arrested my fall. I regained my balance, re-gripped the wine jug, wrapping it with both arms, and weebled back toward Koscal—who had dutifully stood rock-still, dispassionately observing my distress.


“Whew,” he said. “That was close.”


“Hold it steady,” I grunted. Shakily, I brought the jug within range of the cruet.


We then perceived our next problem. The wine bottle’s mouth was about two and a half inches in diameter. Your typical Catholic cruet has a delicate crystal neck barely broader than a hummingbird’s throat. I aimed the jug tremblingly, struggling to hover above the center of the cruet’s delicate lips. I poured. Wine gushed gloriously, fragrantly onto the floor. Two drops penetrated the cruet.


“Awjeez, Benjamin,” said Koscal, his hands dripping with sacramental hooch.


“Shit,” I said.


“Jeez, man. I don’t think you should say—”


“Shut UP!”


I could hears the pews rustling and groaning restively. I could hear Father Finucan’s prayer of godly retribution building in volume. I could hear wine splashing merrily on the glistening, nun-waxed oak floor of the sacristy. I ignored every distraction. I had to get the cruet back out to the altar, now, no matter what, come Hell or high Lambrusco. So I kept on pouring. Wine cascaded over the cruet, down Koscal’s arms, drenching his cassock, soaking my sneakers. I poured ’til I could no longer endure the sight of the great lake of spilled wine wherein we stood. The great jug was half-empty. The cruet was half-full.


I decided. This was enough. Father Finucan would have to scrimp on his Offertory.


I ripped the wine cruet from Koscal. It was gummy in my hand.


“C’mon,” I said.


We grabbed the water cruet on the way out. Stinking like Skid-Row dipsos, Koscal and I splattered and waded out of the sacristy. Koscal’s shoe, still untied, clomped a ragged beat. A damp trail followed us. A sigh of relief greeted us. We stood at the steps to the altar, holding out our hard-fought cruets, and tried to look penitent. Father Finucan, his cheeks still pink with rage, lingered another moment at the Tabernacle, making us sweat, lending more suspense to this Mass than old St. Mary’s had ever seen. I sneaked a glance at Sister Mary Ann, who was smirking expectantly.


Father Finucan descended upon us.


Again: “What’s this?”


As usual, Koscal was a clam.


“Um,” I said.


“Is that all?”


“Well, Father—”


“Why isn’t the cruet full?”


“Father, I couldn’t get enough—”


“There must be fifty bottles in there!”


“Um, yes, Father. But this is all we could—”


“Never mind!” he hissed.


Hastily—violently, actually—Father Finucan blessed the water, transforming the wine into the blood of Christ, then rushed through the Offertory ritual. I was herding Koscal back toward the cruet shelf when Father Finucan paused and spoke.


“Mr. Benjamin.”


I was hoping he didn’t know my name, that I was to him just another anonymous moznik serving the Mass and mangling my Latin. No such luck.


“Yes, Father.”


The nuns leaned forward, straining to overhear. I could feel them.


“You will see me, in the rectory, immediately after Mass.”


“Yes, Father.”


Great. The end of my servering career.


I worked the rest of Mass in a black funk. I liked being an altar boy. It was the only status I’d ever attained in six harrowing years at St. Mary’s. Serving at Mass appealed to my thespian tendencies and stirred my juvenile yearnings toward the priesthood.


Well, forget that! No kid blackballed from the altar-boy ranks ever went on to become a priest.


Maybe a stumbling drunk.


I certainly smelled like one. At communion, when I placed the paten beneath her chins, Sister Mary Ann wrinkled her porcine nose and glowered at me before sticking out a huge yellow tongue and ingurgitating the Host.


The Benediction finally rolled around.


When Father Finucan faced the throng of richly entertained school kids and a dozen traumatized nuns, plus a few lay persons who had just witnessed the morning Mass to end all morning Masses, he said, with a Job-like weariness (in Latin, of course), “The Mass is ended. Go in peace.”


“Thanks be to God,” I replied, with more than the usual feeling.


As we led Father Finucan back to the sacristy, Koscal and I spotted the wine slick. It had spread, covering the floor from the doorway to the middle of the room. Koscal and I, to prevent slipping, shifted to our tiptoes. Father Finucan, head held high, nostrils flared and eyes aflame, strode hard on our heels, goading us forward, anxious to escape the altar of his discontent. He might have suspected trouble when he smelled the swirling plume of alcohol fumes emanating from the sacristy. But he’d been inhaling Koscal and me for a half-hour. He suspected nothing.


Father Finucan hit the edge of the vast wine puddle with a hard, sharp leather heel.


His other foot clipped me in the butt as he went airborne.


I spun toward him, my mouth forming a belated note of caution. All I saw were legs, shoes and a floating bundle of priestly undergarments, three feet above the floor, flapping impotently. I caught a glimpse of Father Finucan’s biretta as it loop-de-looped toward the Tabernacle. There was a building roar, which I recognized as the priest’s voice.


The roar ceased suddenly when Father Finucan landed—in a lagoon of Lambrusco, on old, polished hardwood planks—with a skull-bouncing, plaster-cracking splat. The priest’s impact shook the church and froze the departing congregation in the aisles. The silence that ensued was almost celestial. Thirty seconds crawled by before Koscal and I—but no one else—could discern the harsh, hungry, sucking of air into Father Finucan’s lungs.


This might have been the longest inhalation in Catholic history. I listened for what seemed like hours. Koscal and I, petrified in suspense, stopped breathing. I felt myself going lightheaded. We had just overcome our shock and were bending toward Father Finucan when it came—from those very lungs—a pent-up bellow of exasperation that swelled, like a spinnaker in a squall, the alb that had settled over the priest’s face.


“SON—”


“Uh oh,” I said under my breath.


“—of a—”


“Oh, shit,” whispered Koscal.


“—BITCH!”


Such were the acoustics of St. Mary’s Church that a blast so resonantly Wagnerian could not—would not—meekly disperse. Like a pagan imp with wings, it ascended to the peaked ceiling, where each curving vault and every obdurate crevice refused it purchase and flung it back—once, twice, and again—to the three hundred ears below. So echoed with crisp enunciation onto the stunned crowd of nuns, pupils and lay people, over and over, in a merciless diminuendo, Father Finucan’s last profane syllable.


“… biiiiiitch … biiiiitch … biiiitch … biiitch … biitch … bitch … btch … b… tch …”
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