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For Dominic












INTRODUCTION


Let me begin by saying this: I’ve never actually met Philip Fracassi, but I’ve known him forever.


It’s hard to explain, how a couple of phone conversations or a story exchange can engender such a sense of another person: their talent, their work ethic, their ambition. Thousands of miles may separate us, but somehow, despite all the reasons it’s absurd to claim so, I think of Philip as kin. Read his blog and you’ll see: his struggles are every writer’s struggle, his dreams every writer’s dream, and his victories, yes, are every writer’s victory.


Because, let’s face it, we’re all of us richer for his work.


Take Boys in the Valley. The set-up is pure horror: an unknown evil infests a group of young boys in an isolated orphanage in rural Pennsylvania. In lesser hands, this could easily be an off-putting tale of exploitative violence. But Philip’s is a sure and steady hand, and his execution of that premise is extraordinary. Think Jack Ketchum’s The Girl Next Door. Here is a book that confronts our worst cruelties, without flinching, and demands answers to the great questions that plague our spirits. What is evil? Is it benign neglect, malicious intent? Some deeper, more incomprehensible darkness? Do we, as humans, possess a light strong enough to overcome such darkness? Where is God in all this? For us, against us?


It’s a book that puts me in mind of two other great works: William Golding’s Lord of the Flies and Michael Powell and Emeric Pressburger’s Black Narcissus. In Golding’s novel, a group of boys stranded on a deserted island fashion their own doomed civilization and sink quickly into depravity. In Powell and Pressburger’s film, a group of nuns are stationed high in the Himalayas and find themselves haunted by their own earthbound desires. Both works suggest that our environment has a hand in driving us crazy, but also that our own doom is somehow inherent to “some final, rebellious act of the haunted flesh,” to borrow a phrase from Boys in the Valley.


And yet: Philip’s book offers as much hope as despair. In my favorite passage in the novel, Father Andrew tells our hero, Peter, a young candidate for the priesthood, that “the discovery of Christ is not found in a darkened room … It’s found in the light. God is not found through escape from a distant place, but through the arrival of where you already are.” (Sometimes, as a writer, you read a passage in a book so achingly beautiful and perfect you wish you’d written it. Other times, you surrender to the realization that you’re not even capable of writing something that good. So it goes here.)


I could go on about Boys in the Valley—its language, its humanity, its compassion—but that would only delay your experience of reading it, which will be, by turns, gut-wrenching, terrifying, heartbreaking, and sublime.


In many ways, it feels like Philip Fracassi has always been here, working quietly among us, book after book, story after story. I hope he always is—in part because, one day, I hope to meet the guy out in sunny Los Angeles and buy him a beer, to tell him what his work has meant to me these last few years. But mostly because, these days, our world needs all the hope it can get, and as long as there are writers like Philip Fracassi toiling in the light, the darkness cannot overcome us.


Andy Davidson


Cochran, Georgia


February 10, 2021











When I am asked how many demons there are, I answer with the words that the demon himself spoke through a demonic:


“We are so many that, if we were visible, we would darken the sun.”


—Father Gabriele Amorth, Chief Exorcist of the Vatican


I’m just a man, not a hero


Just a boy, who had to sing this song.


—My Chemical Romance












Harris Valley, Pennsylvania. 1898.


Midnight.


The muted thunder of wagon wheels wakes me from shallow sleep.


Outside my darkened window, the clop and hard breath of horses. A rattling wagon pulls close to the house, then slows, then stops. Men’s raised voices group together then fall apart. Disappointment veiled by revelry and drink. I hear Mother in the kitchen, dividing my attention. I throw off the blanket and run barefoot to the window. Cold air pushes through thin glass and I shiver. Father’s inky silhouette stands in the narrow lane, one arm raised. He cries out and now-distant voices reply. His arm drops to his side. He turns toward the house and appears to stumble then catch himself. The long black line of the rifle cradled in his arms points skyward. Pots clatter from the kitchen and I run to the door that separates my room from the living area—this includes a sitting space, a dining area, and kitchen. Our whole world is but three rooms and a pair of outhouses, a world held together by warped wooden planks and warmed by a rusted black stove that eats coal faster than we can fill it.


I am lucky to have my own room, even if it’s small. Though I’m little, I’m not able to take three large steps in any direction. Father says I’m a runt but Mother says a nine-year-old boy has room to grow. I hope to get big, but not so big I can’t fit in my room. I like it too much.


I see more clearly now because Mother has lit the kitchen lanterns. There’s enough space between my bedroom door and the frame to stick a finger, so light comes through easy, coats the dark walls and disrupts the shadows in the corners and beneath my bed. I step softly to the door—it wouldn’t do for them to know I’m up—and put an eye to the gap. If I swivel my head, I can see the entire kitchen and the dining table, but not much else. I’m cold in nothing but long johns but want to hear about the trip. Mother has the stove going and I smell the warming onion soup she’d taken from the icebox. She puts on a kettle for coffee. Father slams the door and the house rattles. Mother wipes her hands on her apron in a way she does when she’s upset, like she’s wringing it dry.


Father enters my field of vision, all beard and worn leather. A beat-to-hell Stetson wedged over black hair. He pulls out a chair, sits heavily. The rifle butt clunks against the floor and he looks at the old Winchester as if willing it to speak.


“Nothing?” Mother says. “Nothing at all?”


Father waits for the gun to answer but it stays silent.


“I’ll have what’s in that pot, Sissy. And some coffee.”


“It’s heatin’,” she says, stirring. She keeps her eye on the stove, off my father. “You’ve been drinking.”


I inspect him more closely for signs of drunkenness—wondering what my mother sees that makes it apparent—but nothing stands out. He looks tired and wronged, but that’s his natural state.


“Sheriff is shooting poachers. Land’s dry.” Father shakes his head. He takes off the Stetson, sets it on the table. He still holds the rifle.


I want to open the door and go to him. Sit with him and talk like men about the Sheriff and the land.


The kettle starts to whistle.


“What are we gonna do, Jack? The garden can provide some, but we need meat. Winter’s coming.”


Father runs a hand through his long hair. “Please …” he says, and I tremble at his voice as well as the cold. “Shut up, Sissy. Just shut up and bring me some coffee.”


I will my mother to stop. To leave him be. She knows what he’s like. I close my eyes for a moment and silently pray. Then I watch.


The kettle is screaming, and I know if I hadn’t been awake already, I would be now. The house is filled with the high-pitched shriek of rushing steam. “I see … I see …” Mother says. “You go out with the boys for two days, drinking and who knows what else. Leave me and Peter here to starve. To starve!” She screams this last at him and I see my Father’s face redden. His eyes close tight, then open wide.


“Shut your goddamned mouth!” he yells, spit flying in the lantern light like mist. “Shut it. Shut it. Shut it!”


“You’re horrible, Jack! You’ll wake Peter …”


Father slams his hand on the table and Mother, realizing she’s gone too far, pushed him too hard, quickly removes the kettle and pours coffee into a cup next to the stove. The reprieve of the kettle’s whistle is luxurious. “You’re a disappointment,” she says as she pours. “How dare you swear in my house. Use the Lord’s name in vain …”


He mumbles something. It sounds like “that’s enough,” but I’m not certain of the words. I just know he’s upset. I’ve never seen him in such a state. His downcast face is stone, his eyes black pearls.


Mother brings the coffee cup to the table. Lips tight as a pulled drawstring. “You aren’t no husband,” she says. “You aren’t even a man!”


He turns to retort just as she arrives with the cup. His elbow knocks it from her hand and the hot coffee drops into his lap.


Father screams in pain, leaps up. The chair clatters to the floor and Mother backs away, hands raised in supplication. Apologies and terror spill from her mouth.


“Enough,” he says.


I watch as Father, with a practiced and casual movement, raises the barrel of the rifle and cocks the lever with a hideous smoothness.


Mother holds up her hands. “Oh Lord Jesus!”


The eruption of the gun shatters the air.


Mother jerks backward as if tugged by the hand of God. She hits the stove with such force that the door pops open and coals fly out in a shower of sparks like burning souls. A lantern on a nearby hook crashes to the ground and fiery oil splatters the floor and wall. Frail curtains catch the hot spray and burn.


There’s a moment where time stands still, and then Father is howling.


“Oh, Sissy!” He puts a dirty hand over his mouth as the room brightens. “Oh damn it, Sissy!” He kneels beside her and sobs.


Wet heat runs down my leg and I look down to see a puddle forming around my foot. When I raise my eyes, Father is once more seating himself at the table.


One wall crawls with flame. Dark smoke rides the low ceiling like storm clouds.


Father turns his head toward my door and for a moment our eyes meet. I imagine how I must look to him. A sliver of son. A bright probing eye in the dark, watching his sins.


Father holds his eyes on me. I make a study of him. Wet eyes and mussed hair. Straggled beard. A sweat-sheened face smeared in prancing red flames. He looks away, back to my mother.


He doesn’t turn toward me again.


I want to cry out, to scream. To run to him.


My teeth chatter. I begin to moan and can’t stop.


I can’t move. I can’t breathe.


All I can do is watch.


He slowly cocks the lever of the Winchester—the very one he’d taught me to shoot with that past summer—puts the grip between his knees and the barrel’s lusterless tip beneath his chin.


Something inside me comes awake and at the last second I shut my eyes.


This shot is duller than the first.


Breathing fast and heavy, I pull open the door and stare boldly at the scene.


For a moment, I see myself as a spectator—a thin shadow shaking before a fiery dragon—crotch-stained and whimpering.


Before me is nothing but death and blood and smoke and flame.


My whole world is fire.









PART ONE


WE ARE MANY
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St. Vincent’s Orphanage


Delaware County, Pennsylvania. 1905.


“Peter, wake up.”


I open my eyes to the familiar.


White walls. Two rows of metal-framed beds. Bleached pine floor. Bright pale light bursting from large, uncovered windows that line the east-facing wall. Two large, arched oak doors at the far end of the long room are closed. The winking glimmer of the polished iron cross that hangs above them a constant sentinel. Always watching.


Simon pokes me in the shoulder. “Wake up. You’re having a nightmare.”


I sit up, rub my eyes. Most of the kids are still asleep, so it must be early. Not yet six.


“I’m up,” I say, and shove Simon gently back toward his cot. He laughs and sits down on his mattress, looking out the large window between our beds.


“Might snow today,” he says excitedly, as if that’s a good thing.


“Too soon.” I yawn and stretch. It’s icy cold in the dorm. My thin robe is balled up at my feet and I pull it on over my wool pajamas, which I’ve long grown out of, annoyingly exposing my ankles and wrists. I slip my feet into shoes and follow Simon’s stare through the glass.


The sky outside is white as bone and just as hard. I stand up to get a better look at the grounds.


The surrounding trees are leafless and gray. They look dead and withered. The earth is a wealth of weedy grass that, in the dim light, looks as gray as the trees. Colorless. The barn that holds our horses, sheep, and goats sits to the south. Ahead is the field we’ll be working that morning, pulling what we can from the earth and storing it for the winter, which I’ve heard will be long and harsh. I wonder if any of the boys will die before spring shows its face again, and say a silent prayer for all of them.


I glance at the metal wind-up clock on my dresser—the only furniture we’re allowed—and see it’s a few minutes before six. I’m the only one who has a personal clock, and it’s the only thing I have left from my childhood, my prior life; the only thing I saved when I fled the burning house.


I push in the knob on the clock’s alarm, disabling it. No need to hear the shrill bell to wake me. My memories serve well enough to break my sleep.


“Go wash, Simon. And take Basil with you.”


Basil, a small, sickly, black-haired English boy not even ten years old, watches me and Simon from across the room with wide owl-eyes. He is already fully dressed.


“Oh, why, Peter?”


“Because he’s up and ready.”


I watch them as they trudge out the dorm toward the washroom. I study the others in the early-morning light, curious if anyone else has woken.


It seems my nightmare didn’t disturb the others, and I feel badly for rousing Simon. But it’s near dawn now, and Poole will be ringing first bell shortly, expecting us to be dressed and ready before the subsequent bell ten minutes after.


I shed my robe and pajamas, begin pulling on the heavy shirt and pants folded neatly inside my dresser. It will be cold today, and the idea of winter’s arrival worries me for reasons I don’t fully understand. I’ve been through many winters here at St. Vincent’s and they’re all the same. A seemingly eternal purgatory of cold and dark.


And yet, as I look through the window at the dreary landscape, I find myself frowning with worry.


My melancholy breaks when the first bell brays its command from the foyer. I turn to the room and see the lumps beneath the sheets begin to stir and groan.


The boys are waking.
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I step outside and see Father Andrew waiting by the gate which leads to the crops. He waves and I wave back. Boys clamor past me with a divided urgency: excited to be outdoors, but wary of the labor ahead. Aaron, a pink-cheeked boy with blond hair so fair it looks white in the morning sun, falls in next to me. He’s only thirteen but tall, if skinny, and one of a few orphans who almost matches my height.


“Fields again?” he whines. “We’ve stored enough food for an army.”


“You’ll be thanking the priests a few weeks from now, when the storm has us snowed in, trapped like rats. Remember last year?”


He groans dramatically and I laugh, patting his shoulder. “Get the boys divided, will you? Help Father Andrew.”


Aaron nods and begins pulling at coats, shoving the little ones lightly. “You lot who were in the field yesterday are with the animals today. You others, in the field. Come on, ya rascals.”


The other priest in residence, ancient Father White, emerges from the large front doors of the orphanage and begins sorting the remaining children. The ones destined for the barn head off in a tightknit horde to tend the animals and squeeze what milk can be had from the goats. More cow milk will need to be purchased, along with our meat and bulk items, from the Hill farm a couple hours’ ride to the east.


The Hill farm is the furthest I’ve ever traveled from the orphanage since the day I arrived. The city of Chester is yet another three hours past the farm, and that by horse. The valley is remote, and the priests like it that way. One road in and one road out, a brown ribbon flowing like a reverse stream up the green hills to the east, seeming to vanish at the crest of the swell into crisp blue sky. Heavy forest rises to the north and west; a barren plain lies to the south, a sea of heather that ultimately rides upward, a heaving wave.


For better or worse, our home is a reclusive haven, settled deeply in the hollow of the valley’s throat.


I take a moment to look over the children—a habit of mine in recent months—to make sure everyone is accounted for. It can be tricky since the boys, with their short haircuts and matching pale blue coats, are almost indistinguishable from one another. Almost, but not completely.


I note Bartholomew—a quiet, sulky teenager who arrived two years ago—standing alone alongside the barn, kicking at something in the grass. He’s a dreamer, easily distracted, but I’m not sure I like him. He seems to always be alone … but watching, as if studying the others. I dislike myself for thinking it, but I find him a touch peculiar.


Finnegan and Jonathan, or the “twins” as we call them, are of course side-by-side. Their dirty blond hair and pale skin, equal height and build, along with their harmonizing personalities, makes them seem brothers instead of who they really are: two boys brought together in the same month—a stormy December three years past—who bonded so quickly and effortlessly that it seemed destined. Now they’re inseparable and charming. Both laugh easily, and if one is punished the other cries. Even Father Poole seems taken with them, often letting them get away with more than he might the other kids. It says something about their charm that nobody really minds.


I glance around for Simon and see him talking, in an animated fashion, with Byron, a tough kid from the city who, frankly, was a considerable problem when he first arrived, often getting in fights and bullying the younger ones. A trip to the hole settled the first concern, and I like to think I helped with the second. One afternoon I sat him down and explained the importance of sticking together, especially here. I explained what it meant to be one of the older boys (although him being only eleven hardly qualified, but we say what we must). He appreciated my candor and my treating him, I think, with respect. The only issue I’ve suffered since that warm afternoon chat is his ensuing, and unforeseen, overprotectiveness of my person. Which is kind, if sometimes embarrassing. But at least his bullying days are behind him.


I turn back to see if any of the boys are straggling. Father Poole stands directly behind me, filling the open doors of the orphanage, watching all of us. Just past him are David, Ben, and Timothy, all carrying buckets and brushes. I can almost feel David’s rebellious smirk as he makes ready for a long day of scrubbing floors. He and I are the same age—both sixteen years—and the de facto big brothers of this strange clan, even if he doesn’t see it that way. He pretends to not notice, or care to notice, how the younger ones look up to him. Regardless, he and those other two will be scrubbing floors until lunch, a light punishment for failing to learn the Bible verses they’d been assigned …


Caught in my inner thoughts, I’m startled to notice Poole’s cold blue eyes locked onto me. I turn away and head for the shed.


A rough line has formed at the shed door. The structure stands amidst high grass near the barn, clustered with two large outhouses and a dilapidated, older structure now used for little but housing mice and spiders. The large shed primarily holds farming tools, and although newer and sturdier than the older buildings, still has a slight lean. Father Andrew says the shed and the other structure will likely be torn down next summer, the tools transported to the larger, and much newer, barn.


Standing at the shed’s open door, like a bulwark, is the massive brute Brother Johnson. He hands each boy a field tool—rake, scythe, shovel, etc.—as they approach.


Johnson is a hateful man. A towering giant with long, dingy hair, brown teeth. Heavy eyebrows shade dull brown eyes. He’s never clean-shaven like the priests, and although he wears a cassock it’s unadorned and coarse, heavy as a saddle blanket. All the boys know the rumors of how Brother Johnson came to be with us, a sentence of servitude to Poole for crimes committed in the city. What kind of crimes, and the specific horror of them, are rumors and no more, but I have my suspicion it is no mere thievery for which Johnson serves a life of penitence. Whatever he did was far worse than stealing, and oft repeated. I’d stake my life on it.


Even now, I feel Johnson’s dark eyes glower at me at the rear of the line. I refuse to meet his eye and wait patiently as the last few boys are given their tools for the morning’s work.


“It’s too heavy, Johnson!”


I step to the side and see Basil at the head of the line, a tall shovel with a heavy iron spade gripped in his pale hands.


“You can’t work, you don’t eat.” Johnson’s voice is guttural and flat. “That’s the rule.”


“But I can work,” Basil says, trying to balance the unwieldly thing in his arms. His roughened English accent always a strange, rogue sound coming from his slight frame. “Just not with this bloody shovel!”


Whatever amusement had been playing on Johnson’s face vanishes. “You watch your mouth, boy, or you’ll spend the day in the hole,” he growls, then leans down to poke Basil in the chest with a gnarled finger. “Now get!”


“Ow!”


A sudden anger fills me. I leave my place and walk past the few remaining boys to the front of the line. Blood rushes in my ears, and my face feels hot, but I focus on keeping my mind calm, my breathing steady.


“I’ll take it, Brother Johnson,” I say. “Give him one of the hoes. He can manage that much.” I point to a slim-handled hoe resting against the shed.


Johnson stands up straight, looming over us. He looks back at the hoe, grips it, and tosses it at me. I catch it reflexively.


“You take the hoe. Basil has his tool.”


Without thought, without hesitation, I take the shovel from Basil’s hands and thrust the hoe into them. I push him away roughly, wanting him out of it. He stumbles in the direction of Father Andrew, who I notice is watching. I turn back to Johnson.


“Thank you, Brother Johnson, for your charity.”


I turn to walk away, heart racing, when a bear-sized palm clamps painfully onto my shoulder and spins me around. Johnson’s face is inches from my own. I can see the light scar running the breadth of one brow, the coarse hairs of his chin, cheeks and nostrils. The maniacal fire in his depthless eyes.


“Fuck your charity,” he hisses into my face, his breath hot and sour. “We all work for what we reap here, boy. I’ll be damned if …”


“Brother Johnson, if you’re done with the boys, we need to get a move on!”


Both Johnson and I turn to see Father Andrew, closer now, eyes fixed on us. He’s smiling, and his tone is light, but there is a hardness there. I feel it, and I know Johnson does, as well.


Johnson breathes out heavily, squeezing my shoulder so tightly I’ll see bruises there in the afternoon. He talks into my ear. “Watch your step, Peter. I ain’t no priest, remember that. Hell, I ain’t even been baptized.”


“Maybe that’s why you have devils inside you,” I snap, surprised by my insolence.


Johnson stares hard at me, his mouth working. But his eyes lose their fire, shift away. He shoves me hard, but I don’t fall.


“Fuck off,” he grumbles, and turns to fetch tools for the remaining boys, who stare at me wide-eyed.


I turn on my heel and walk steadily toward the waiting group of boys and Father Andrew, whose eyes remain fixed over my shoulder on Johnson. There’s a warning in his glare, and I’m thankful not to be on the receiving end of it.


Johnson watches the last of the boys run off toward the field along with that dandy of a priest, Andrew Francis. What Poole sees in the man is beyond him. He’s too tolerant of the boys. Lacks discipline.


Still, Johnson has no interest in crossing him. The young priest could make things unpleasant if he chose to, so for now Johnson keeps his head down and mouth shut when it comes to Father Andrew, as the boys call him. Shameful letting them use his Christian name. Poole’s too easy on the newest addition to the clergy staff. Too easy by far. Andrew spoils the boys. Gives them rebellious thoughts. More and more they talk back. Disobey. Give him shit.


Ah! If only these little men knew the things I’ve done, he thinks, watching Peter fall into step with Andrew as they all march through the gate and into the field to pull peppers, corn, cabbage, tomatoes, spuds, and whatever else is harvestable before the frost kills it all. The things I’ve done to men, women … to children younger than the youngest of them … they’d shit their little britches.


Johnson huffs a misty breath and closes the shed door. A rush of shame heats his face at the thought of his violent past and he mumbles a half-hearted prayer of contrition. Besides, he has his own chores to do before the snow comes. There’s wood to cut, enough to feed the furnace for a long winter, and he can’t dawdle worrying about a couple smart-mouth brats.


But if Peter thinks being a priest-in-waiting will save him from retribution, he couldn’t be more wrong.


“I’ll see you soon, boy, yes I will,” he grumbles, stomping through the wild, dewy grass toward the barn.


Someone needs to make sure the little bastards aren’t making a mess of the place.
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From his hands and knees on the rough stone floor, wet scrub brush in hand, David keeps one eye on Poole and the other on Ben.


Ben had gotten him a good one, and David is eager to repay it. While Poole had been ogling the expanse of his domain, Ben had doused his brush in soapy water and flicked it at David’s face, catching him perfectly—mouth and eyes wide. He’s almost proud of the little shit. But he’ll be getting him back, all right. If not now, then later. They have all day, after all—he, Ben, and poor Timothy, who had nearly shat himself when Poole handed out the punishment for not learning the stupid Bible verses. Ben couldn’t remember the day of the week, but Timothy was smart, and David knew the kid could memorize the entire Bible if it was asked of him.


But Timothy also stuttered, and Father White was feeble-minded as a wingless bird who’d fallen on its head too many times trying to fly. It had been painful to watch the pale-faced ginger try to stammer his way through the words of John the Baptist. Old man White assumed it was because Timothy didn’t know the words, not that he couldn’t say the words. Timothy was in tears when dismissed, and despite Peter sticking up for him—because that’s what Saint Peter does—he’d caught the same punishment as the others. A morning of scrubbing floors.


Checking to make sure Poole’s back is still turned, David flips Ben a middle finger and mouths words of revenge. Ben laughs carelessly and continues slopping water over the floor.


Without warning, Poole glances back toward the foyer, and David quickly goes back to scrubbing, eyes down. He hears Timothy’s ragged breathing and figures the poor kid is really putting some muscle into it.


After a few moments, badly wanting to get revenge on Ben, David risks another glance in Poole’s direction.


The tall priest stands silently in the open doorway, looking skyward, as if considering a great question. With his thick white hair, long nose, and icy eyes, his appearance is that of a regal king in their court (albeit one who wears a beggar’s clothes); a royal personage who does not deign to look down at the peasants beneath their feet. Instead, chin up and jutting, Poole leaves the entry doors and walks crisply across the foyer, boot heels clicking, toward the chapel at the far end.


“Hey,” Ben whispers, and David turns.


Like an idiot.


A cold, soapy splatter hits him in the face, and Ben laughs again. Furious, David dips his brush in the bucket. Enough is enough.


“Mr. Mason.”


David freezes. Ben’s smile vanishes, his face drains of color, and he turns his attention to the floor, increases his scrubbing speed. From nearby, Timothy groans.


Damn it to hell.


With an inward sigh, David sets down the brush and stands, hands at his sides.


He is afraid, and he hates himself for it.


“Yes, Father.”


Poole holds open one of the chapel doors, his back to David and the others, but his head is turned—just enough—so one cool blue eye can target him.


“Everything you do,” Poole says, quietly but evenly, each word soaked in threat, “every breath you take, every thought in your head, exists only to bring glory to the Lord God and his son Jesus Christ. Do you agree?”


David swallows. Beneath the priest’s gaze, he pulls up memories of being called into Poole’s chamber as a child. Poole ordering him to lay his hands flat on the writing table. The leather strap crossing his knuckles again, and again.


The pain. The blood.


“Yes, Father.”


“Remember, children,” Poole says more loudly, his voice a dusty echo in the high-ceilinged foyer, “the Lord’s eyes are always upon you. Always.”


This time all three boys murmur the desired reply: a meek, feeble chorus. “Yes, Father,” they say (except for Timothy, which comes out as Fa-Fa-Father).


Without another word Poole disappears into the chapel, the heavy door closes behind him. David drops to his knees, grabs the brush, and scrubs, all thoughts of retribution wiped away.


As he works, tile-to-tile, his mind wanders. A familiar, haunting thought tickles his brain as he leans into the brush, pushes the bristles harder into the stone.


What if?


What if he hadn’t been abandoned? Left in an alley by a mother and father he’d never met. Dumped in the gutter like old meat. Like trash.


What if he hadn’t been brought here?


Raised here?


A servant. A prisoner.


What if he’d been loved? If he’d been cared for? Educated. Given a chance to do something good with his life …


David is surprised to see tears spot the stone where he works. He sniffs and wipes his eyes with the sleeve of the same dull shirt he’s worn a hundred times in twice as many days. He glances over at Ben, who works quietly, not meeting David’s eyes. Knowing better.


“You all right?” Timothy asks. “Ca-Ca-Ca …”


“Just fuck off,” David grunts, not wanting to hear whatever follow-up question the kid was working at. Scowling, he mechanically moves the brush, thinking only one thing with each rotation of the bristles as they scrape rhythmically over and over atop the hard, cold stone:


What if … What if … What if …
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Andrew takes in a deep breath of chilled, hay-scented morning air, lets it out. It feels like a good day. A beautiful, God-blessed day.


He watches Peter walking with the rest of the boys. Sees him say a few words to Basil and nudge him good-naturedly. Sees the rare sparkle of a smile on the small, sickly boy’s face. Andrew also notices how old Peter looks compared with the others in the group, how adult. He’s delighted he’s been able to convince the boy to follow him into priesthood, and secretly harbors a wish that Peter remain at the orphanage; not as an orphan, but as a priest. As a father to these poor, beaten-down children who come to them injured, forgotten, abused, disposed.


Andrew knows, however, that there are two roadblocks to Peter’s path as a priest: his stubbornness, which he feels can be curtailed and constructively directed.


And Grace Hill.


A much bigger problem.


But, all things considered, Andrew would be just as pleased to see Peter become a farmer, if that’s what made him truly happy. He would make sure, as well, that the boy got every chance to consider all the possibilities of his future, then make his own decisions. After all, one cannot be forced into sacrifice. One must choose it.


The boys, laughing and jostling, reach the gate. Andrew joins them as they head through, young legs tromping down the narrow dusty path toward the large garden. He falls in beside Peter, lowers his voice.


“That was a nice thing you did, Peter. But I’d be mindful of Brother Johnson. He has a colorful history, you know.”


Peter shrugs in the way of all teenagers, lowers his head in modest rebellion against the modest retribution of his actions. “I guess.”


“Anyway, on to important things. Tell me, do you feel ready for today’s lesson? Have you been studying the Latin I assigned?” Andrew keeps his tone light, not wanting to pressure the boy. It’s a delicate time for Peter, and the next few days will be a struggle, a wrestling match between his human desires and God’s will. Andrew thinks about the trip he has planned for them, but keeps it to himself for the moment. He’s not going to make the boy’s decision easy, and that’s the way it should be. The way it was for him. The harder you fight to join the path of your choosing, the more the decision will resonate within you.


“You’re going to make a fine priest, Peter. You don’t need to worry.”


For a few shuffling steps, Peter doesn’t reply. Then, “I don’t know, Father.”


Andrew frowns. “What is it? Tell me what bothers you.”


Peter’s face reddens, and he looks left, right, everywhere but at Andrew. As if trapped and seeking escape. “To be honest? I worry about the strength of my faith.”


Andrew lets this sink in, knowing exactly what the boy struggles with, but wanting to choose his words carefully. “You have doubts.”


Peter nods, eyeing the dirt path.


“Would these doubts have something to do with a certain young woman?” He doesn’t wait for Peter’s reply, or denial, but pushes onward. “Of course, you cannot be a priest and be intimate with a woman. And, as you know, you can never be married. Further, you cannot be with a woman prior to marriage. It’s a sin.”


Peter kicks at a stone, looks over the field toward the rising sun. “I suppose God’s covered all the angles, hasn’t he?”


Andrew laughs, unable to contain himself. “Yes, I suppose He has. Sometimes, my boy, you make me think that the first step to saintliness must truly be scorn.” Andrew grabs his arm lightly, stops them, looks to make sure the other boys are out of hearing. “The priesthood is not for everyone, Peter. The choice must be yours. However, I’d ask you to consider who you are, what kind of man you want to be in this world.”


For the first time, Peter meets his eyes. “I want to be like you. You’re …” He looks skyward, then back to Andrew. “You’re the only good man I’ve ever known. But when I see Grace …”


“It’s okay. Be honest.”


“When I see her … my thoughts are not always pure.”


Now it’s Andrew who looks away. Playing the role of spiritual Father and paternal father to Peter these last five years hasn’t always been easy. He has no experience guiding a boy to adulthood in the way a parent could, and discussing sexuality is certainly not in his purview. Still, God gives everyone their burdens to bear, and he will not turn his back on the young man. Honesty, he knows, is the easiest and most correct course.


“You’re sixteen years old, Peter. Thinking otherwise would be … unnatural. We’re all human. Yes, even priests. Look, you must decide which life is more important to you. This life, of the flesh, which is over in the blink of an eye, or your eternal life with God.”


Peter nods, seemingly unmoved. Andrew grips him lightly by the shoulders. “Peter, there is one truth you must know. Please, look at me.”


Peter does, his young face contorted with indecision. Around them, the warming sun ignites the tips of the tall grass, waving in the chill breeze. The gray sky has turned a bluish hue.


“If you can sacrifice this life for the other, you will know more joy than you can possibly imagine. A joy that will last for eternity.”


Peter kicks his shoe into the dirt, eyes cast downward. “This life would not be much of a sacrifice.”


Andrew turns the boy and they continue walking. “All of life is a great gift,” he says. “Not because of what it gives us, but because of what it allows us to give others.”


They walk in silence until they reach the crops. The other boys are already dividing up, well-versed in their jobs. The ground is brittle with cold.


Peter sticks the heavy shovel into the dirt, studies the other kids, watches their work. “Father,” he says, his tone simultaneously whimsical and urgent. “Will Grace be in heaven? I mean, could we be together in eternity? You know, if not on earth?”


Andrew blows out a breath, rubs his hands together for warmth, hoping Peter doesn’t notice his shocked amusement. “I think we best leave the intricacies of that question for another day, my son.”
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As I watch the others wash up after a hard day of working the fields, I find myself reflecting on the orphanage, on this strange place we call home. The stone floors in the washroom seem almost new compared with the rest of the orphanage, the draining system almost modern. In many ways, the rooms we inhabit feel like a different world, which in some ways they are. Since the boys’ dormitory was built long after the original structure, which was made up of the chapel, the dining hall, and the private rooms (only a handful intended for priests), the addition carries the odd feeling of an architectural afterthought.


The original structure was intended as nothing more than a home for traveling missionaries and a seminary for priests-in-training. When money ran thin, the church converted St. Vincent’s into an orphanage for boys, using the influx of church funds to build an addition atop the dining hall. A large washroom was added, complete with its own pump, long troughs for handwashing, and metal bathtubs that drain through a pipeline and into the fields. Three additional rooms were constructed—currently used as classrooms, a massive cloakroom, and storage. The dormitory itself, where the boys sleep and spend a majority of their time, was built at the south end of the revised structure. It is a broad, long room big enough to house thirty-two children, and is currently at capacity. A narrow crawlspace extends along the top of the addition, built primarily to ventilate heat in the summer and insulate heat during the long, harsh winters. Where the attic crawlspace meets the foyer, it connects seamlessly with the pre-existing, broader attic space, which is wide enough to be used for storage, and rests directly above the priests’ rooms on the north side.


To complete the addition, a wide staircase was constructed to reach the new upper level, the banister of which was spindled with thick oak dowels, terminating in a buttressed balcony that overlooks the building’s entrance and the wide, stone-floored foyer.


In the two decades since construction was completed, St. Vincent’s has housed hundreds of boys, and secured a sharp increase of annual funding from the church by doing so.


When I think about all the souls who occupied these rooms and hallways, it makes me feel as if I’m part of something larger—more than just the kids who have come and gone since I arrived, but the community of a thousand spirits that continue to linger here, even after their departure. Or perhaps St. Vincent’s is simply the place where orphan souls return. A beacon for wayward spirits traversing cities and farms and open lands, finding this place once more, the home with which they most readily identify.


A purgatory.


It’s quite easy to imagine the orphanage as a holding area where all the past orphan souls linger, shadowy and hostile, until called forward into the afterlife, or left behind for eternity.


As I pump water into the washroom trough, and the others bristle the dirt from the morning’s work off their fingers and from beneath their nails, I think about all those lost souls. I can almost feel them pressing around the living, urgent for touch, for warmth. But this is our time now, and as I visualize all the labor-tinted water running back into the crops we grow as food, the recycling of sweat and dirt and energy, I consider these boys—these children—who occupy the tacked-on building space. I scan their small faces, their fragile bodies, their clean, flesh-housed spirits. We are the ones who occupy St. Vincent’s. We are its lifeblood, its energy. We sanctify and secure this prison of restless souls. It’s we who work the land, who clean and maintain the structure, who provide pleasure and pain to the cycle of growth that is as visible in the bodies of the growing children as it is in the sky-reaching crops of the field.


Without us, I wonder, would the lingering spirits be freed, or damned?


“Peter! Pump harder!”


I push away my wandering thoughts and double my efforts as water sluices toward the faucets where soapy hands wait for rinsing. As eager as they are for lunch, they also know the importance of clean hands, of passing inspection.


Between cranks of the pump’s handle, I pick up a withered block of soap and clean my own hands, careful to get the dirt from the fingernails, the palms. I’ve only failed inspection once, many years ago, and the unpleasant memory of going all day without food is a constant motivation to never let it happen again.


Soon the boys filter out, make their way down the hallway toward the stairs. I give a cursory glance toward the open doors of the dorm but see no one. All the boys should be accounted for.


It wouldn’t do to be late.


I hustle down the stairs and across the foyer, past the chapel doors and the hallway entrance leading to the priest’s rooms, and through the wide-open doors of the dining hall.


Six equally long tables in two neat rows fill the room. Five boys sit at each one, save two near the back that seat half a dozen. No one wants these tables of six, because the food allotment is the same per table, so it simply means each boy gets a lesser portion. I’ve had to stop many an argument when a late-coming sixth member tries to find a seat, the others knowing it means food out of their mouths.


The places aren’t dictated, but the seating arrangement rarely changes. Groups form naturally in the orphanage, even with the frequent turnover we experience. Friendships form, similar personalities congregate. As the oldest and longest-tenured, David and I are the only ones who tend to move around, choosing the seats we want, moving a younger boy if needed. We are monitors of a sort. David, of course, would never admit to being in any kind of leadership role, but neither of us wants to see a child punished. There has been too much of that over the years. It makes one queasy just to think on it.


Today, I’m the last to enter. All the boys are standing, backs to the tabletops, as our two kitchen servants drop plates of bread, meat in a light gravy, and pitchers of water (milk is reserved for dinner exclusively). Everyone’s sleeves are pulled up past their wrists. Everyone’s arms are fully extended so that the tips of one boy’s fingers could easily brush the tips of another at the table adjacent. The boys will stay this way, holding their arms out, palms turned upward, until inspection is finished.


I make my way to the nearest table, stand next to the twins, who both look at me smiling, and I assume they’re pleased I’ve joined them for this meal. I nod back, then jerk my sleeves high and hold out my arms.


Palms up.


And wait.


I sigh inwardly, tired of playing my part for another of Poole’s tiresome rules.


Staring directly at me is Simon, who has stationed himself at the next table over. He rolls his eyes at me and I smile back, both of us hoping this part of the meal tradition moves quickly, as we’re all hungrier than usual after a tough morning’s labor.


Brother Johnson and Father Andrew do the inspections today. Andrew, thankfully, is on my side of the room. Johnson the other. Johnson glances my way wearing a significant frown, but I ignore him. The priests sit at their own long table at the front of the hall, which is slightly raised on a dais. All the seats face forward, face the children. Poole and White sit placidly, hands in laps, watching the inspection. Plates and bowls filled with food are dropped at the table behind me and Finnegan emits a weak groan of hunger. I feel the same way but try not to think about it. Not yet.


Andrew walks past pale hands, some fingers still wet enough to drip. He smiles and nods, says a kind word or two, giving the upraised hands the most cursory inspection. I look over and see Johnson grabbing wrists, turning hands over, studying fingernails. When a boy puts his arms down after he passes by, he turns back and rumbles something that makes the boy lift his arms once again. They shake discernably.


Andrew finishes his loop and approaches the head table. Johnson still hovers at the next table over, just a few feet away, seemingly frustrated. We’re all getting anxious to eat the food we can, for now, only smell, and my stomach rumbles loudly as I imagine the stew and bread cooling behind my back. I keep an impatient eye on Johnson as he stalks past the last boy, rounds their table, and finally begins to head back toward the front of the hall.


His eyes meet mine for a moment as he is about to pass by, and I gaze back coolly. After a moment, his attention diverts away from me.


I’m about to breathe a sigh of relief, when he stops.


He stands in front of Simon, whose arms are still extended. I can’t see Johnson’s expression, as his hulking back blocks my view, but I hear him clearly enough.


“Your hands are filthy.”


“What?” Simon replies, and I wince. “They’re not! Brother Johnson, where …”


“You talking back to me, boy?” Johnson says, loudly enough that the full attention of the hall narrows in on him and Simon.


Please don’t talk back anymore, please … I think, both out of concern for Simon and, being honest, my own gnawing hunger.


“No, sir,” Simon mumbles, defeated.


“Then go wash ’em. And be quick about it.”


Simon runs from the table, darts along the rear wall and out through the doors. I imagine him at a dead sprint for the washroom. He knows, as well as anyone, that the others won’t wait. Food is too precious, and they starve us. Water and a biscuit in the morning, a lunch of stew or soup, and a light dinner where we can share full pitchers of milk. When food is scarce it can be worse. Much worse. As it is the boys—me included—grab what we can, when we can. When you’re hungry, goodness is forgotten until you’re not, and the guilt lives in your stomach along with the meat and bread.


You get used to it.


Johnson turns to watch Simon go. As he does, he catches my eye again, a smirk on his lips. “All done here, Father,” he bellows across the small hall, and Poole raises his hand. The boys, on cue, drop their arms and bow their heads. Poole offers a brief blessing. When the word Amen passes his lips the boys fall silently, and diligently, to their task.


I sit quickly and begin moving food from platter-to-plate. As he sets up his own portion, Byron makes fun of Basil, who always does a personal set of prayers once his own plate is secured. An impressive feat.


“Who you always praying for, Bas?”


“My mother told me to always pray to the Saints,” he answers.


The others laugh between mouthfuls, but Basil only shrugs, stuffs a torn piece of bread and gravy into his mouth.


Byron raises his head and winks at me, greasy stew on his lips. “What? All of ’em? There’s thousands.”


“Nah,” says Basil. “Just the ones that matter.”


Soft-spoken Terrence takes the bait. “Which ones are those?”


Basil’s smile grows. It brings me joy to see it. “The English ones, o’ course!”


The twins burst out in laughter, as does Byron, which is rare for him.


I smile gamely and make short work of my plate.


No more than a few minutes have gone by when Simon runs back into the hall, lands with a huff at his table. I turn to watch as he sits slack-faced, studying the empty platters, the full plates of the other boys. None of them look at him. None of them speak.


I turn back to my own food. My hunger is an animal in my belly, clawing to escape, biting and chewing at my insides until I feed it what it wants. It will continue to make me suffer until I quell its need. In my suffering, and to my shame, my charity empties like water from a cup.


“Please,” Simon pleads. “I’m starving.”


I hardly listen. There’s a rushing sound in my head, filling my ears. I can’t think clearly, and I can’t help Simon. It’s beyond me. I’m smearing thin gravy off my plate with a knuckle-size piece of bread—the last of it—when an unfamiliar voice speaks up.


“Here.”


The voice is small, and I don’t recognize it because the word is rushed and whispered. I twist my head around, trying not to draw attention.


Bartholomew. Quiet, reclusive, dark-eyed Bartholomew. The studious dreamer with thin black hair and large, glassy brown eyes. From my angle, I can only study his face in profile, his eyebrow a slash across a pale forehead, as he reaches a hand across the table toward Simon. “Take it.”


I can’t help myself. I watch openly as Simon reaches, hoping it’s not a cruel joke. Bartholomew is handing him treasure, an offering of pure gold in the digestible form of a hunk of bread topped lazily with a portion of meat not big enough to fill the belly of a mouse. Simon’s face lights up as he reaches for it.


CLAP.


The loud, abrupt sound of someone slapping their hand against a table fills the room.


“Stop!”


The children fall silent, and all heads turn toward Poole, who is glaring directly at the table adjacent to our own. Staring, I know, at Simon and Bartholomew.


I notice that all the priests are watching the table now, most likely wondering what’s happened. Johnson is already on his feet.


After a moment, Poole speaks. Calmly, assuredly. “Something wrong with your food, Bartholomew?”


Poole is only asking a question, but everyone hears it for the threat it is. I pop the last bit of bread into my mouth and force myself to swallow it down as I watch.


Bartholomew, as if frozen, still has one hand extended. Simon, who looks visibly frightened, has pulled his own hand back. It sits in his lap, hidden beneath the table.


“No, Father.” Bartholomew’s voice sounds unexpectedly strong in the large, high-ceilinged room.


If I didn’t know better, I’d call it defiant.


That would be a mistake.


“Don’t worry about it, mate,” Simon whispers. “Please, it’s fine.”


Only a few of us are close enough to hear this. Bartholomew, however, acts as if he’s heard nothing.


Poole remains seated, but now he leans forward, elbows on the table, as if studying a chess board. “Are you not hungry? Or perhaps you are ill, Bartholomew?”


“I feel fine, Father.” Bartholomew’s tone sounds less certain now. He’s pulled back the offering of meat and bread, but continues to hold it awkwardly, as if unsure what to do with it. I watch a thin brown line of watery gravy run down his thumb and drip onto the tabletop.


I look toward the priests. Poole’s face flattens, a blank slate, but I notice Andrew’s brow is creased in worry. White appears his usual befuddled self. Johnson, of course, is eager.


Meanwhile, none of the boys in the dining hall have so much as twitched. All of us simply stare, transfixed. Helpless.


“Then,” Poole says mildly, silky as a cat inviting a mouse to dinner, “eat your food.”


It’s truly a chess match now, everyone watching each move, all of us wondering how bad it’s going to get.


Simon shakes his head at Bartholomew in warning.


Don’t do it.


I pray Bartholomew heeds his advice.


Andrew feels sick to his stomach.


The boy is not someone he’s especially close to, but he has never seemed obstinate. Now, however, Andrew sees plainly the defiance in his face, sees it and prays for it to disappear into servitude, for the child’s own sake.


He has no wish to see anyone else get hurt.


Against his better judgment, he turns to Poole seated next to him, and speaks softly. “Father, perhaps we could let the boy have the food. He’s guilty of nothing but dirty fingernails, after all.”


Poole turns to Andrew as if bored. He replies loudly, as if wanting the boys to hear the rebuke. The lecture spills from his lips, easy as a recitation. “It’s a matter of discipline, Father Francis. Today it’s dirty hands, tomorrow they’re oversleeping. Next, they’re talking back, not following instruction. Sound structure needs sound discipline. Rebellion needs to be completely, and totally, dominated by those in charge. Without it, the structure will topple like a house built on sand.”


Andrew forces down his bitterness at being lectured like a child, knowing it’s exactly the tone Poole is aiming for—he doesn’t want to rebuke Andrew; he wants to humiliate him.


“Do you understand?”


Andrew nods, unable to keep the heat from his cheeks.


Poole gives him a final glance, then turns back to the matter at hand. “Bartholomew, please stand.”


At the rear of the room, Bartholomew swings his legs over the bench and stands, one arm held aloft, the food resting in a trembling hand.


“The rules of the orphanage are simple, and direct,” Poole continues. “If your hands are not clean for meals, you must wash them again until they are clean. If this means you miss the meal, then you go without and you do better the next time. Tell me, do you understand why we have these rules?”


Bartholomew thinks for a moment, although his look of defiance does not waver. “For order, Father Poole.”


Andrew sits back, wipes a hand across his face. He silently prays for God to give the boy wisdom. There’s a look in the child’s eyes that worries Andrew greatly.


He looks angry.


“That’s correct. Next time, you see, Simon will make sure that his hands are properly washed, thus ensuring good hygiene, which in turn keeps everyone healthy. This is how we learn. Now, by sharing with him, you are taking away this important lesson. You’re actually hurting him.”


Poole reclines, and Andrew struggles with the dark, wormy feeling that the priest is enjoying this. “And now,” Poole says, voice dripping with politic sorrow. “I need to teach you a lesson. A lesson about remembering the rules.”


Bartholomew trembles, as if a chill wind has blown past him, but says nothing. Andrew wonders how cold the meat in his hand has gotten; how all of the remaining, uneaten food must have cooled during Poole’s lecture.
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