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To J.R., R.S., and D.P., who taught me early on the meaning of friendship




Preface


The call came on a school night in the autumn of 2002. Jenny was out, and I was fixing dinner for our three children, who were already at the table. I grabbed the phone on the third ring.


‘John!’ My father’s voice boomed through the earpiece. He sounded exceptionally buoyant. At eighty-six, Dad was quite the physical specimen. Just as when he was a young man, he began each morning with calisthenics, including forty push-ups. He always loved the outdoors and still cut his own acre of grass, gardened, shoveled snow, and climbed on the roof to clean the gutters. Dad bustled up and down the stairs of his home with a teenager’s vigor and routinely got by on six hours of sleep. His handwriting was as neat and controlled as on the day he went to work as a draftsman for General Motors in 1940, and he honed his mind each night by breezing through the crossword puzzle in the newspaper as he ate peanuts in his trademark way – with chopsticks so he wouldn’t get his fingers greasy.


There was never enough time in each day for everything he wanted to get done, and fourteen years shy of becoming a centenarian, he joked that someday when life settled down, he would get to all that leisure reading on his list. ‘When I retire,’ he’d say.


‘Hey, Dad,’ I said. ‘What’s up?’


‘Just checking in,’ he said. ‘How’s everyone there?’ I gave him quick updates on the kids, told him we were all fine. We chatted aimlessly for a few minutes as I carried the pasta and sauce to the table.


I placed my hand over the mouthpiece. ‘It’s Grandpa,’ I whispered to the children and motioned to them to dig in.


‘Everyone says hi,’ I told him.


‘Say,’ he said, pausing just a little too long, ‘I need to talk to you about something.’


‘Is Mom okay?’ I asked.


It was my mother we all worried about. Over the years she had grown weak and fragile. Her hips and lower back had deteriorated, rendering her all but immobile. And in recent years her memory had begun to slip. Dad had become her full-time caregiver, helping her bathe and dress, and doling out a daily regimen of medications that was comical in its quantity and complexity. Always the engineer, he kept track of them all with a meticulous flowchart. There were pills for her heart, for her diabetes, for her arthritis, for her aches, for what doctors said were the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease. Despite Dad’s characteristically upbeat tone, with every phone call I wondered if this would be the one with the bad news.


‘Mom’s fine,’ Dad said. ‘Mom’s doing all right. It’s me. I got a little bad news today.’


‘You did?’ I asked, stepping out of the kitchen and away from the kids.


‘It’s the darnedest thing,’ he said. ‘I’ve been feeling a little rundown lately, but nothing worth mentioning. Just kind of tired.’


‘You have a lot on your plate, taking care of Mom and the house and everything.’


‘That’s all I thought it was. But a few days ago I took Mother in to Dr. Bober for her regular checkup. The doctor took one look at me and asked, “Are you feeling okay? You look washed out.” I told her I was a little worn down but otherwise fine, and she said, “Well, let’s get you tested just to make sure you’re not anemic.”’


‘And?’


‘And the results came back, and sure enough, I’m anemic.’


‘So they give you iron or something, right?’


‘They can treat the anemia, but there’s more to it. The anemia is just a symptom of something a little more serious.’


He hesitated a moment, and I could tell he was choosing his words carefully. ‘After my blood work came back, Dr. Bober said she wanted to rule out some other things and sent me in for more tests.’ He paused. ‘They show I have a kind of leukemia, and—’


‘Leukemia?’


‘Not the bad kind,’ he said quickly. ‘There’s acute leukemia, which is what you think of when you say leukemia – the kind that can kill so quickly. I don’t have that. I have something called chronic lympho-cytic leukemia. It’s just lying there in my bloodstream not doing anything. The doctors say it could sit there dormant for years.’


‘How many years?’ I asked.


‘Anywhere from a couple to ten or twenty,’ Dad said.


My mind raced to process everything I was hearing. ‘So that’s good, right?’ I asked. ‘It may just sit there for the rest of your life.’


‘That’s what the doctor said: “Go about your life, Richard, and forget about it.” I should try not to worry and they’d treat any symptoms, like the anemia, and monitor my blood every four months.’


‘How are you doing on the “try not to worry” front?’ I asked.


‘So far pretty good,’ he said. ‘I just want to stay healthy so I can take care of Mother for as long as she needs me.’


Standing phone to ear from three states away, I felt a swell of optimism. Dad always bounced back. He had bounced back from the heart attack he suffered shortly after retiring from General Motors and from prostate cancer after I was married. Dad, a man who greeted adversity with stoic determination, would bounce back from this, too. The sleeping cancer would simply be something to monitor as my father marched vigorously into his nineties, holding together the strands of the life he and my mother had spent more than a half century building together.


‘It’s really nothing,’ Dad assured me. ‘I’m going to follow doctors’ orders and try to forget about it.’


That’s when I asked: ‘Dad, what can I do?’


‘Not a thing,’ he insisted. ‘I’m fine. Really.’


‘Are you sure?’ I asked.


‘Absolutely,’ he said and then added the one request that was so deeply important to him, the one thing that seemed so simple and effortless, and yet the one I had such difficulty delivering to him.


‘Just keep me in your prayers,’ he said.




PART ONE


Growing Up




Chapter 1



Wake up, little sleepyheads.’


The voice drifted through the ether. ‘Wake up, wake up, boys. Today we leave on vacation.’ I opened one eye to see my mother leaning over my oldest brother’s bed across the room. In her hand was the dreaded feather. ‘Time to get up, Timmy,’ she coaxed and danced the feather tip beneath his nostrils. Tim batted it away and tried to bury his face in the pillow, but this did nothing to deter Mom, who relished finding innovative ways to wake us each morning.


She sat on the edge of the bed and fell back on an old favorite. ‘Now, if you don’t like Mary Kathleen McGurny just a little bit, keep a straight face,’ she chirped cheerily. I could see my brother, eyes still shut, lock his lips together, determined not to let her get the best of him this time. ‘Just a tiny bit? An eeny teeny bit?’ she coaxed, and as she did she brushed the feather across his neck. He clamped his lips tight and squeezed his eyes shut. ‘Do I see a little smile? Oops, I think I see just a little one. You like her just a tiny bit, don’t you?’ Tim was twelve and loathed Mary Kathleen McGurny as only a twelve-year-old boy could loathe a girl known for picking her nose so aggressively on the playground it would bleed, which was exactly why my mother had chosen her for the morning wake-up ritual. ‘Just a little?’ she teased, flicking the feather across his cheek and into his ear until he could take it no more. Tim scrunched his face into a tortured grimace and then exploded in laughter. Not that he was amused. He jumped out of bed and stomped off to the bathroom.


One victory behind her, my mother and her feather moved to the next bed and my brother Michael, who was nine and equally repelled by a girl in his class. ‘Now, Mikey, if you don’t like Alice Treewater just a smidgen, keep a straight face for me . . .’ She kept at it until she broke his resolve. My sister, Marijo, the oldest of us four, no doubt had received the same treatment in her room before Mom had started on us boys. She always went oldest to youngest.


Then it was my turn. ‘Oh, Johnny boy,’ she called and danced the feather over my face. ‘Who do you like? Let me think, could it be Cindy Ann Selahowski?’ I grimaced and burrowed my face into the mattress. ‘Keep a straight face for me if it isn’t Cindy Ann Selahowski.’ Cindy Ann lived next door, and although I was only six and she five, she had already proposed marriage numerous times. My chin trembled as I fought to stay serious. ‘Is it Cindy Ann? I think it just might be,’ she said, darting the feather over my nostrils until I dissolved into involuntary giggles.


‘Mom!’ I protested as I jumped out of bed and into the cool dewy air wafting through the open window, carrying on it the scent of lilacs and fresh-cut grass.


‘Get dressed and grab your beer cartons, boys,’ Mom announced. ‘We’re going to Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré’s today!’ My beer carton sat at the foot of my bed, covered in leftover wallpaper, the poor man’s version of a footlocker. Not that we were poor, but my parents could not resist the lure of a nickel saved. Each kid had one, and whenever we traveled, our sturdy cardboard cartons doubled as suitcases. Dad liked the way they stacked neatly in the back of the Chevrolet station wagon. Both of them loved that they were completely and utterly free.


Even in our very Catholic neighborhood, all the other families took normal summer vacations, visiting national monuments or amusement parks. Our family traveled to holy miracle sites. We visited shrines and chapels and monasteries. We lit candles and kneeled and prayed at the scenes of alleged divine interventions. The Basilica of Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré, located on the Saint Lawrence River near Quebec, was one of the grandest miracle sites in all of North America, and it was just a seven-hour drive from our home outside Detroit. For weeks, Mom and Dad had regaled us with tales of the many miracles of healing that had happened there over the centuries, beginning in 1658 when a peasant working on the original church reported a complete cure of his rheumatism as he laid stones in the foundation. ‘The Lord works in mysterious ways,’ Dad liked to say.


When I got downstairs with my packed beer carton, Dad already had the tent trailer, in which we would sleep on our expedition, hooked to the back of the station wagon. Mom had sandwiches made, and soon we were off. Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré did not disappoint. Carved of white stone and sporting twin spires that soared to the heavens, the basilica was the most graceful, imposing building I had ever seen. And inside was better yet: the walls of the main entrance were covered with crutches, canes, leg braces, bandages, and various other implements of infirmity too numerous to count that had been cast off by those Sainte Anne had chosen to cure.


All around us were disabled pilgrims who had come to pray for their own miracles. We lit candles, and then Mom and Dad led us into a pew, where we dropped to our knees and prayed to Sainte Anne, even though none of us had anything that needed fixing. ‘You need to ask to receive,’ Mom whispered, and I bowed my head and asked Sainte Anne to let me walk again if I ever lost the use of my legs. Outside, we climbed the hillside to make the Stations of the Cross, pausing to pray at each of the fourteen stops depicting an event in Jesus’ final hours. The highlight of the visit was our climb up the twenty-eight steps that were said to be an exact replica of the steps Christ climbed to face Pontius Pilate before his crucifixion. But we didn’t just climb the steps. We climbed them on our knees, pausing on each one to say half a Hail Mary aloud. We went in pairs, Mom and Dad first, followed by Marijo and Tim, and behind them, Michael and me. Step One: ‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee; blessed art thou amongst women and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.’ As we uttered the name of Jesus, we bowed our heads deeply. Step Two: ‘Holy Mary, mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death, amen.’ Then we moved to the next step and started again. Over and over we recited the prayer as we slowly made our way to the top, Michael and I jabbing each other and crossing our eyes to see who could make the other laugh first.


On our way to the parking lot, we visited the gift shop, where I picked out a snow globe with Sainte Anne inside. Mom filled a bottle from a spigot behind the cathedral, figuring it had to be as holy as the water from Lourdes and other miracle sites. The parish priest would later bless it for her, and she would keep it in the linen closet and bring it out whenever we were sick with a particularly stubborn fever or sore throat or earache, touching the water to our foreheads or throats or ears and tracing a sign of the cross.


On the way home, Mom and Dad played the honeymoon game, which always delighted us kids no end. ‘Get down low, children, out of sight!’ Mom coached and slid over in the seat up close to my father, resting her head on his shoulder and planting little kisses on his neck and cheek as he drove, both hands on the wheel and a quiet grin on his face. Dad wasn’t one for displays of affection – he sent each of us off to bed at night not with a hug or a kiss but with a firm handshake – yet he seemed to enjoy the honeymoon game as much as the rest of us.


‘Smooch smooch, Richie,’ Mom cooed.


We four kids lay in a heap on the backseat, looking up at them in lovebird mode and squealing at our clever subterfuge. Every passing motorist surely thought our parents were newlyweds on their honeymoon. Little did any of them know that the smooching couple already had four children hiding in the backseat and giggling with abandon. ‘Here comes another car,’ we’d scream in unison. ‘Kiss him again! Kiss him again!’ And Mom would gladly comply.


Another successful family miracle trip was coming to an end. We had camped out in the crisp Canadian air, thrown rocks in Lake Ontario, eaten my mother’s famous pork and beans cooked over an open fire, and prayed our way up twenty-eight steps on our knees. Life was safe and warm and good. I had parents who loved God and each other and us. I had two brothers and a sister to play and run and fight with. I had a house and toys and my own beer carton in which I could carry anything I wanted. Best of all, I had the comforting knowledge that if anything ever did go wrong, there was always Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré just a day’s drive away, ready to use her miraculous healing powers to make everything right again. It was a dreamy, wondrous time.




Chapter 2



My parents met in 1947, shortly after my father returned from four years on an aircraft carrier in the South Pacific. A year to the day later, they were married, and just weeks after that, expecting their first child.


Before they set off on the road to parenthood, though, they made a pact that each of their offspring would be named after either the Virgin Mary or her husband, Saint Joseph, who had selflessly taken on all the responsibility of fatherhood without any of the fun of procreation. Immaculate conception was a given in our household, with no room for debate. The Holy Spirit had miraculously planted the seed of God’s only begotten son into the Virgin Mary’s womb. Uncomplaining Saint Joseph took it from there. Even as a little boy, I thought this terribly unfair.


My sister, the eldest, got the Daily Double of Catholic names. My parents baptized her Mary Josephine, later shortened to Marijo. Next came Timothy Joseph and Michael Joseph.


But before the boys there was another girl, one who didn’t make it. My parents baptized her Mary Ann, even though she never took a single breath. The only one ever to see her, and then only for a few moments, was my father, who described her as perfect in every way, like a flawless porcelain doll. Hospitals administered anesthesia to women delivering in those days, and when my mother finally awoke, my father was waiting at her bedside searching for the words to tell her. He would never forget the look on her face in the instant she opened her eyes. She was radiant, a smile spreading on her lips, her eyes widening with joyous expectation. Then he squeezed her hand and said, ‘Ruthie, our baby’s with the Lord now.’


They cried and prayed and told themselves this was God’s plan and there had to be a reason she was in heaven already before she ever had a chance to experience life on earth. Then they arranged for a Catholic burial, her tiny casket resting to this day between my grandparents’ graves in Ann Arbor.


I came along in 1957. John Joseph. Mom and Dad were hoping I would be a Saint Patrick’s Day baby. When I missed that date, they rooted for Saint Joseph’s Day, which would have been fitting, given all our middle names. Late again. When I finally arrived on March 20, I had other bragging rights. I came into the world on the first day of spring.


Mom called me her little daffodil.





Right from the start, Mom’s little daffodil was no wallflower. Maybe it was the Cap’n Crunch cereal I devoured in vast quantities each morning, so sugary it made my teeth tingle. Maybe it was simply being the youngest of four and doing what was necessary to hog as much of my parents’ attention as possible. Whatever the reason, I was born with abundant energy and few tools for containing it. My earliest memories are of racing through the house like a miniature tornado, shrieking joyously at the top of my lungs. Sometimes Dad would simply swoop me off my feet and hold me off the ground, legs still pumping, until I calmed down enough that I wouldn’t hurt myself. On one of my runabouts through the house, I grabbed Mom’s broom and held it over my head like a knight with a lance. ‘Stop! Now!’ Mom ordered. I did, but only after the broom struck the large glass globe hanging from the foyer ceiling, sending it showering down on me in a thousand shards.


That night at dinner, Dad pulled out his stopwatch and said, ‘Johnny, we’re going to try a little test. I want you to sit perfectly still for one full minute.’


‘Not a word, not a wiggle,’ Mom added. It was clear they were convinced I could not do it.


The first try, I lasted twelve seconds. Then thirty. Eventually I made it to sixty seconds, sitting there, grinning and twisting my face up, thinking this new game was great fun. The instant Dad clicked off the stopwatch and said, ‘Why, I’ll be doggoned, he did it,’ I shot out of my chair like a Saturn space rocket and orbited the living room several times, pinging off the furniture.


In kindergarten the teacher noted my need to practice self-restraint and helped by frequently sending me to the corner to sit alone. She called Mom to come get me only on special occasions, such as the day I used two of my fingers like a fork to poke a classmate in the eyes, just like Moe did to Curly in my favorite show of all time, The Three Stooges.



When we got home after that incident, Mom said to me as she did after so many of them: ‘Johnny, go get George.’


Mom was a firm believer in the power of spankings to modify behavior, and George was her enforcer. Before George had a name, he was simply the laundry stick, a thin board about eighteen inches long and two inches wide that Mom used to poke the clothes down into the suds in the washing machine. Johnny, go get the laundry stick,’ Mom would say, and I knew what was coming, a crack across the backside.


Then one evening, my father treated us to dinner at a fancy restaurant, and all four of us kids, giddy with excitement, would not settle down. Mom was too embarrassed to let the other diners overhear her threatening her children with a spanking, so from thin air she pulled two names. Looking at Marijo, she asked matter-of-factly, as if issuing pleasantries: ‘Would you like a little visit from Suzie when we get home?’ And from her tone and the look in her eye, Marijo figured out right away that a visit from this Suzie person would not be pleasant.


Then she leveled her calm gaze at my brothers and me. ‘And boys, how would you like to meet my friend George?’ Subtlety being lost on me, I screamed out, ‘Sure!’ Then Mom added: ‘You remember George, don’t you? My friend who lives in the laundry room?’ Suddenly I didn’t want to meet George anymore.


When we got home, she wrote the words on the stick in permanent marker where they remained for years, even as the soapy wash water faded them to gray: George on one side, Suzie on the other. From that day forward, the George-and-Suzie Spanking Stick was an effective part of Mom’s arsenal. Usually a mere threat of a visit from George or Suzie was all that was needed to pull us back into line, but when punishment was required, Marijo always got her spanking on the Suzie side and the boys on the George side. The stick struck fear in the hearts of all four of us, even though Mom’s whacks – and they always came from Mom, Dad not having the stomach for any type of corporal punishment – weren’t much harder than love taps. That didn’t stop me, however, from stuffing my pants with multiple copies of National Geographic to cushion the blow. I thought I was being outstandingly clever, but whenever Mom spotted a bulky load in my britches, she simply lowered her aim, to the back of my thighs.





Our neighborhood was known as Harbor Hills, though it really had neither. What it did have was a pair of gentle slopes on my street and a small man-made boat basin carved out by bulldozers between the two not-quite-hills.


The boat basin fed through a channel into Cass Lake, one of the largest inland bodies of water in metropolitan Detroit and unquestionably the biggest selling point of Harbor Hills, which consisted of three streets arranged in a sort of caste system in relation to the water. Only those fortunate enough to have waterfront lots could actually see the lake from their homes. These homes were large and glorious beyond description, and the people who lived in them were doctors and lawyers and business owners. Elsewhere in the neighborhood, on the landlocked lots, the dads tended to work in more middle-income professions. They were draftsmen and insurance agents and plumbers, and of course, automobile workers. Many, many of them, my father included, were gainfully employed by one of Detroit’s Big Three – General Motors, Ford, or Chrysler. The farther away from the water you got in the neighborhood, the more modest the houses became.


But there was a great equalizer in Harbor Hills, and that was The Outlot.


The Outlot was a sort of grassy public space – not quite a park but more than a mowed field – covering a few acres right on the water. It surrounded the boat basin and was set aside by the developer for the exclusive use of the neighborhood. No matter how far back in the neighborhood you lived, you still had a piece of lake frontage to use as your own. There were big shade trees and picnic tables and, best of all, a small, stony beach with a raft and roped-off swimming area, where every kid in the neighborhood spent virtually every waking moment between Memorial Day and Labor Day. It was nothing fancy, but it was a beach, and that’s all that mattered. The boat basin, universally known as The Lagoon, was lined with rickety wooden docks, and every house in the neighborhood was assigned one side of a dock. When you bought in Harbor Hills, you were getting more than just a suburban home on three-quarters of an acre. You were getting a waterfront lifestyle without the cost of a waterfront home – a place to swim and sunbathe and water-ski and picnic with the cool lake breezes in your face. My parents never experienced anything close to this growing up during the Great Depression, and like all good parents, they wanted more for their kids. They saved for years to move us out of the city to this Shangri-la on the shore. When you were lounging by the water on a perfect summer’s day, it was hard to believe the gray, belching auto plants of Pontiac were just a ten-minute drive away.


In the summer, we swam and swam and swam. My brothers and sister and I were soon true amphibians, as comfortable in the water as out. This was a point of immense pride for my father, a landlocked city kid who only learned to swim, and then not well, when he joined the navy after Pearl Harbor. For my mother, who never learned to swim at all, it was simply a mystery. But summer wasn’t the only season when we gathered in The Outlot. In the winter, we shoveled the snow off The Lagoon and skated until our legs ached and our toes were numb. We skated in the daylight, and we skated at night, the ice illuminated by the glow of rudimentary floodlights rigged to a nearby power pole. Sometimes one of the dads would build a warming fire next to the ice, and we would huddle around it, all runny noses and rosy cheeks, our breath rising in steamy clouds. In the spring and fall, the kids of the neighborhood – and there were dozens of us – were again down at the water, hanging out, goofing off, soaking our shoes, throwing sand at each other, and skipping stones. Every Easter there was a neighborhood egg hunt, and every Labor Day the annual Harbor Hills picnic, the highlight of which was the decorated bike parade. There were games and hot dogs and root beer on tap and, best of all, coal-roasted corn on the cob dipped in melted butter. The dads roasted the corn and ran the games; the moms anchored the potluck and dessert tables.


But Cass Lake was only half of what lured my parents to Harbor Hills. The other half, an even more powerful draw for them, was Our Lady of Refuge. They believed fervently in their duty to raise their children as devout Catholics. That meant not only Mass every Sunday – a nonnegotiable – but Mass on as many weekdays as possible, too. It meant receiving the holy sacraments of confession and communion and confirmation. It meant evening rosaries and Stations of the Cross, altar-boy training and staying up for Midnight Mass on Christmas. It meant smudged foreheads on Ash Wednesday and a Catholic education from the knuckle-rapping, hair-tugging, ear-twisting Sisters of Saint Felix in their brown habits and starched white face boards. The nuns, Mom and Dad assured us, were building our character.


Our house was three doors from Our Lady of Refuge, and my mother could stand at the living-room window and watch us march across the backyards, not losing sight of us until we entered the back door of the school. They had worked hard and saved relentlessly to move here, but they never regretted a dime of the cost. This, they were convinced, was the perfect place to raise a family. Many of our neighbors were just like my parents, practicing Catholics drawn to the neighborhood’s twin attractions.


The beach and the church were the two poles of our universe. All life, all activity seemed to gravitate around one or the other. We were either at the beach or at Our Lady of Refuge – in school or in church or waiting for confession or playing soccer or hardball on the athletic fields. Either that or we were on our bicycles riding between the two.


To say my parents were devout Catholics is like saying the sun runs a little hot. It defined who they were. They were Catholics first, and then Americans and spouses and parents. Right from the start, their relationship was forged in their mutual devotion to Jesus and the Blessed Mother. One of their earliest dates was Mass followed by a rosary. As a kid hearing my mother tell the story for the umpteenth time, I could only sit, mouth agape in something approaching mortification, thinking, Oh my God, I have the squarest parents in the universe.



For fun, my siblings and I would sometimes count the Virgin Marys in the house; at one point we were up to forty-two. They filled every room, and they were not alone. Commingling with them were various likenesses of Jesus, Joseph, John the Baptist, Francis of Assisi, and an assortment of other saints and angels. There were crucifixes everywhere you turned in our house, the anguished, dying son of God staring down at us from the cross as we ate breakfast, brushed our teeth, and watched television. There were priest-blessed candles and holy water and palm fronds. Rosaries were scattered about in ashtrays and candy bowls. It was like living in a religious supply store. We even had an emergency Holy Communion kit, consisting of an aged oak box lined in purple velvet containing a silver chalice, a silver platter to hold communion wafers, two candleholders, and a cross. I had no idea where it came from, but it looked official and could be pressed into service by visiting priests who might want to say Mass at our dining room table. This happened more often than one might think.


My mother was constantly inviting priests to the house, and once she got them there, inviting them to give a group blessing or lead a prayer or say Mass. The priests, knowing a home-cooked meal would follow, seldom refused. She was a gifted cook, and her promise of good food even managed to lure a couple of bishops. We kids treated them like rock stars, taking turns dropping to our knees and kissing the big rings on their hands. It helped that two of Mom’s brothers were priests. Father Joe and Father Vin, as we all knew them, visited often and, especially in the summer months, brought priest friends along to relax and enjoy the beach. It seemed we had clergy in our house more days than not, and they became a natural part of our family dynamic. Having Father O’Flaherty or Brother McGhee or even Bishop Schuster at the dinner table with us was just the way it was.


Our family was many things, but first we were Catholics. Of all my parents’ dreams for their four children, only one was immutable: that we grow up imbued with the faith – devout, lifelong, practicing Catholics.




Chapter 3



Despite my parents’ best efforts, you could say my life as a good Catholic boy got off to a rocky start.


In the spring of 1964, I was preparing to celebrate First Holy Confession. Or at least that’s how the nuns put it – celebrate – as though we would be having a party with cake and balloons. To a Catholic school second grader, this was a watershed event, and the sisters at Our Lady of Refuge had been preparing my classmates and me for the holy sacrament for months. We had all been baptized as infants; that was our first holy sacrament, and thank God for that because, as Sister and my parents pointed out repeatedly and very matter-of-factly, baptized Catholics were the only ones getting into heaven. The Protestants, Jews, Muslims, and everybody else were heading straight for limbo, certainly better than hell but basically just an eternal waiting room outside heaven’s gate.


Holy Confession was our second sacrament, and its importance could not be overstated. This was the Lord’s gift to us, our chance to purge the sins from our second-grade souls, to confess our transgressions – the pilfered candy and whispered swear words, the cruel taunts and creative lies – and seek God’s forgiveness. It was a beautiful thing, the nuns assured us. We would receive our penance from the priest, who was just a breath shy of God himself and had his full authority to forgive. A few Hail Marys, a few Our Fathers – maybe even a half dozen of each if we had some doozies on our list – and all would be bygones. We would walk out of the dark confession box with a spring in our step and a lightness to our shoulders because we would no longer be carrying the burden of sin. At least not our own sins. We were all stuck with Original Sin, thanks to Adam and Eve and the way they caved in to temptation and ate the apple, but there wasn’t anything we could do about that. It was kind of like being born with a genetic defect; you just had to deal with it. We could wipe out our own transgressions, though, and start over fresh. As with the bath Mom made my brothers and me take every Saturday night, lined up in a row in the tub, the old grime washed down the drain, leaving us clean and ready to start getting dirty all over again.


There was another important reason for the sacrament of confession. It was a necessary precursor to the even more important sacrament of Holy Communion, in which the priest – who, did I mention, was just a breath shy of God himself? – would take an ordinary piece of bread and through a miracle turn it into the body of Christ. Not a symbol of the body of Christ, but an actual piece of his flesh. We’d be eating Jesus! And not only that, but we would get to dress up like we were getting married as we did it, the girls in lacy white dresses with veils and pearl-beaded gloves, the boys in navy-blue suits and ties just like our dads wore. The miracle, the nuns told us, was called transubstantiation – the changing of bread and wine into the body and blood of Christ. We would know it was real the instant we swallowed a little piece of Jesus because we would feel his presence in us. He would fill us with a warm glow, a joy a thousand times greater than the joy of an ice cream sundae on a hot August day or the Detroit Tigers making it to the World Series (something that would actually happen a few years later and which we all considered a miracle in its own right). But first we had to scour the impurities from our tot-size temples to make way for the Lord.


Sins were broken down into two groups. There were the run-of-the-mill venial sins – swearing, tattling, disobeying, coveting thy neighbor’s oxen. Then there were the biggies, the mortal sins. This would include, for instance, slaying your brother like Cain did to Abel or worshipping false idols over the Lord thy God. The nuns assured us that the priests were very experienced and had heard every sin imaginable, even the mortals, and we shouldn’t feel ashamed to tell them anything. Besides, they assured us, it was totally confidential. The priests took a vow never to divulge your sins, even if you were a famous murderer the police were looking for. Not only was it confidential; the whole affair was completely anonymous. We got to kneel in a dark box and talk through a screen to the priest on the other side. We could see him, but he couldn’t see us. It was brilliant. He wouldn’t know who we were even if he did want to tell the police or, worse, our parents.


Confession would be great, the first important step on the road to being lifelong Catholics and our ticket to salvation. It was the key to unlock our temples so that when we ate Jesus’ body and sipped his blood he’d feel right at home inside us.


There was only one problem. My little temple carried a dark, shameful secret – two of them, actually – and I knew God would not wipe them clean with a few recited prayers or even a few hundred.


The first had to do with Mrs. Selahowski next door, whose daughter Cindy Ann Selahowski was not shy about letting me know she intended to marry me someday. It was a prospect that made my blood run cold, which is why Mom loved to tease me about her. Mrs. Selahowski, on the other hand, held an entirely different allure. Young, thin, and blond, she was my first love. It began when I was a preschooler. I played at their house nearly every day, and whenever Mrs. S. would walk into their rumpus room, I would gaze in adoration. When I was still napping in the afternoons, my mother would often lie beside me and doze off herself. I remember watching her as she slept, her face just inches from mine, and thinking she was the most beautiful woman in the whole world. After Mrs. Selahowski came on my radar, I revised my assessment.


Fueling my desire was Mrs. Selahowski’s obsession with having the deepest tan in all of Michigan. Every single day, beginning in late spring, she would be out in her backyard, stretched on a chaise longue worshipping the sun. She would bake out there for hours in a tiny two-piece bathing suit, her blond hair piled loosely atop her head, rhinestone-encrusted sunglasses shading her eyes, baby oil slathered over her golden body. When she would lie on her stomach, she often reached back and unfastened her bathing suit top, which I found wildly provocative. One false move, and her bosom – I pronounced the word ba-zooms – would be fully exposed. From my second-story bedroom window, I had the perfect vantage point, and I prayed fervently for the lawn sprinklers to come on and shock her onto her feet. For my birthday, I asked for a telescope. ‘Our little Galileo,’ I heard Mom tell Dad.


A schoolboy crush would have been one thing, but by the time second grade had rolled around I had clearly moved into the sinful land of lust. I was coveting my neighbor’s wife – poor Mr. Selahowski, he was such a nice man – and wife coveting was on the list not just of mortal sins but of grave mortal sins. That alone made me terrified of the confessional and the wrath I knew awaited me. But it got worse.


Sister Mary Lawrence was my second-grade teacher. She was stern and no-nonsense, a tiny woman who, as best as I could tell, was barely into her twenties. She wore the somber brown, scratchy wool habit of her order. A veil covered her hair, and stiffly starched linen boxed in her forehead, ears, and neck so that only the center of her face showed. Obviously she was no Mrs. Selahowski, but still kind of pretty. At least what I could see of her.


One day I was sitting in class lost in my thoughts, gazing at Sister in front of the chalkboard as she called on various students to stand and read aloud. The floor-length brown robes fascinated me, and I couldn’t help wondering what she wore under them. Did she wear a bra and girdle like Mom? Or more of a flowing white nightgown getup like Florence Nightingale? Or frilly petticoats like Miss Kitty on Gunsmoke? Pretty soon, without meaning to, I was undressing her. Not to be dirty, but just to see what was underneath. I pictured her alone in her room at the convent, tired at the end of the day, pulling off her veil, her hair tumbling down, then slipping out of the habit, letting it drop to the floor. Sure enough, underneath was a flowing white gown that at once managed to be both impossibly modest and revealing. From there, it was just a small hop on the Mortal Sin Express to get her out of her undergarments. I was lost in the moment, totally enjoying Sister’s nakedness, the droning voices of my classmates miles away.


That’s when I heard my name.


My eyes moved from Sister’s milky, naked torso to her face. She was fully clothed again, her face sandwiched between the mortarboards, and she was staring right at me.


‘Well?’ she asked. ‘Come on now. We haven’t got all day.’


‘Uh,’ I responded.


‘Begin where Michael left off.’


I knew the drill. I was to stand beside my desk and read in a loud clear voice from my Catholic Reader until Sister said, ‘Thank you, take your seat.’ The only problem was, at that exact moment I happened to be sporting a full-blown, raging, miniature . . . situation. I still was not sure what to call that thing that sometimes visited when I least expected it. I looked down at my lap and my navy-blue uniform pants were poking up like a pup tent. I still believed in the literal power of prayer then, and I pulled out every big gun I could think of. Please, dear Jesus, dear God the Father, dear Holy Spirit, please make it go away. The tent pole held its ground. All the angels and saints in heaven, please. Please! Don’t make me stand up. Dear Blessed Mother, make her call someone else.



‘Uhhh,’ I said. I was stalling for time. Please, Saint Christopher, Saint Francis, Saint Joseph the Carpenter.



‘Mr. Grogan, we are all waiting.’


I lifted my book off my desk and fidgeted with the pages, pretending to find my place. Dear Saints Peter and Paul, Saint Matthew, Saint Monica, please, please. All the poor souls in purgatory. Help!



‘Now, Mr. Grogan,’ Sister said in a voice that told me there would be no more stalling.


I took a deep breath and stood up, giving a sort of salute as I did. In an ill-conceived attempt to hide the evidence, I held the book as low as I could, my arms fully extended at belt level. But this served only to highlight my predicament. It looked like I was using the bulge in my trousers as a book rest. A couple of kids began to giggle. I soldiered on. ‘Soon they saw an animal jump out of the snow,’ I read aloud. ‘It was a gray rabbit. Hop hop, it went to the big tree.’ I held the book away from me to steal a glance at my crotch. Still standing tall. I searched my brain for anyone who might rescue me from this humiliation. Please, dear Saint Aloysius. Saint John the Baptist. Saint Thomas? Please, saint . . . saint . . . Saint Someone. Saint Anyone! Make it go away.



Then I remembered Sainte-Anne-de-Beaupré. Of course! Sainte Anne! My old friend! Surely she would remember me from my pilgrimage. The Stations of the Cross, the holy water, all those stairs I climbed on my knees. Mom had said that if I asked, she would hear me. Besides, malfunctioning body parts were her specialty. Dear Sainte Anne, please fix this. Fix it now. Fix it like you fixed all those broken people. Please, Sainte Anne, if you can make cripples walk and blind men see, I know you can make this thing go away.



Not even she could help. ‘Soon an old mother rabbit and five baby rabbits came to eat,’ I read. More kids snickered. If Sister noticed my aroused state, she gave no sign. Finally she released me from my torture. ‘Take your seat, please,’ she said and called the next student. I sat, and when I looked down, it was gone.





In the weeks that followed, Sister continued to drill us about our sins and how we were to confess them. Over and over again we reviewed the protocol – pulling back the curtain and walking into the dark box, kneeling in front of the screen and waiting for Father to open the little door between us. Then we were to begin, ‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned . . .’ Boy, had I ever. I had fantasized the most salacious thoughts imaginable. I had coveted not only Mr. Selahowski’s wife, but Jesus’ wife, too. We were taught the nuns were the brides of Christ, and they wore the wedding bands to prove it. I had gazed upon a dedicated servant of the Church, wife of Jesus, and stripped her bare with my eyes. I was in serious trouble. I steeled myself to tell the truth. As Sister had made clear, the worst sin of all would be to lie in the confessional because you would really be lying to God, and no one got away with that. I approached First Confession with all the joy of a condemned inmate making that last lonely walk to the gallows.


Our Lady of Refuge was a young parish, being built in phases. There were three buildings: a large, ominous brick convent where the nuns lived, a friendlier-looking rectory where the priests lived, and the school, serving first through eighth grades. The real church was still years off, eventually to be built on the soccer field. In the meantime, church was held in that part of the school designed to become the gymnasium. It was an austere cinder-block structure with industrial glass-block windows and a linoleum floor. In front was a rudimentary sanctuary, still in cinder block but with thick red carpeting to give it a regal air, and a marble altar bedecked in starched linens beneath a towering crucifix. Separating the sanctuary from the pews was a varnished oak railing fitted with red-velvet kneelers where the faithful lined up to receive Jesus’ body and, on special occasions, a sip of his blood, too. Our house of worship was to the great cathedrals of Europe, and even to the just mildly magnificent churches of America, what a White Castle is to Morton’s steak house. But to me it was grand, mysterious, and enticing beyond words, permeated with the smells of incense and beeswax.


This gym-turned-house-of-worship was where my first confession would take place. The church had a confessional built into each of the four corners, wired with red and green lights activated by weight-sensitive switches on the kneeler inside to let you know if it was empty or occupied by a confessing sinner. Because we had seventy children in the two second-grade classes, plus the public-school kids from the parish, the pastor had asked priests from the Catholic seminary across the road to help out.


Four showed up to help Father handle about a hundred kids. Every one of the priests had been to our house for dinner; every one of them knew me by name. To accommodate the fifth priest, a portable confessional was set up in a cloakroom off the vestibule. It was basically a folding divider with a grate to speak through, a kneeler on one side for the penitent and a chair on the other for the priest. The children were divided into five groups and assigned confessionals. I was in the group assigned to the portable unit. No problem. Through the open door of the cloakroom, I could see it was just as private as the permanent booths. Unless Father recognized my voice, he would never guess that the sex-crazed nun coveter on the other side of the screen was actually the son of Ruth and Richard Grogan, loyal and devout parishioners and two of his most energetic volunteers.


I was about twelfth in line. Each child ahead of me walked into the cloakroom, closed the door behind him, and emerged a few minutes later with a penance to say. As I waited my turn, I practiced my lines. Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. This is my first confession. Breakfast roiled in my stomach. How could I admit what I had done? ‘Impure thoughts’ did not begin to cover it. Please, Saint Dominic Savio, childhood saint, don’t let Father recognize my voice.



I had hardened myself to the task at hand. I would march in and lay it all out so I could purify my temple for Jesus and start anew. No more lusting, no more leering, no more stiffies.


A chubby classmate named James Coombs was immediately ahead of me, and when he came out from his confession, he did something none of the other children had done. He closed the door to the cloakroom behind him. Click.



My turn. I walked up and tried the knob. I turned it back and forth. I rattled it. Nothing. Dear God the Father, dear Jesus, dear Holy Spirit, all the angels and saints in heaven, please don’t let it be locked. I shook the door again, this time more forcefully. I shot Coombs a dirty look, and he shrugged his shoulders as if to say, I didn’t know. Fear rose in my throat. Father was in there waiting, wondering what had become of the next penitent. I knocked the door against its frame. I hit it with my shoulder. Then it opened. There stood Father Schroeder, the pastor, looking down at me. ‘Ah, Johnny Grogan, come in, my son. We’ll have to do something about that lock, won’t we?’


Oh, dear God, let me die now.


He took his place behind the partition, and I knelt, seeing his silhouette through the screen, smelling his aftershave mixed with the churchy mustiness of the room. I briefly weighed the two options before me: eternal damnation or immediate shame and humiliation. There was only one thing to do.


‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned,’ I said. ‘This is my first confession.’


Then I lied my ass off.


Father Schroeder had a positive ID on me; he was friends with my parents and over at our house practically every week for dinner or lunch or just to say hello. I could tell the truth, confessing the shameful secret that at the ripe age of seven I was already a sexual deviant. I could come clean and face what seemed near-certain condemnation, humiliation, and excoriation by my parents, the nuns, and the principal, all of whom Father would surely tell after he was done screaming at me in the confessional so that all my classmates would hear, too. Or I could simply . . . fudge a little. Actually, it would not be so much a lie as a small sin of omission. I would just leave a few things out.


‘I fought with my brothers twelve times,’ I confessed through the screen. ‘I disobeyed my parents six times. I lied to Sister about my homework two times.’


‘Anything else, my son.’


‘Not really, Father.’


‘Go ahead,’ he coaxed. ‘There must be something more.’


Oh God, he knew. He knew I was holding back. I had to give him something, anything. Anything but the truth. I started making things up.


‘Well, I stole a radio.’


‘A radio, you say?’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘You must return it, my son.’


‘I can’t, Father.’


‘But you must.’


‘I threw it in the lake, Father.’


‘Good Lord, Johnny, what possessed you?’


‘I didn’t want anyone to know. And I . . .’ My mind raced for a transgression that would at once be salacious enough to satisfy him without humiliating me. ‘I looked at naked ladies in National Geographic.’ I could see his silhouette nod as though he had heard this one before. I searched for a number. ‘Sixty-seven times.’


‘Sixty-seven?’ Father asked. ‘Did you say sixty-seven?’


‘Maybe sixty-eight, Father. I kind of lost count.’


I filled out my list with age-appropriate misdeeds. ‘I lied to my parents ten times; used the Lord’s name in vain nine times; read my sister’s journal three times.’ Finally, the priest seemed satisfied.


‘Anything else, my son?’


‘That about does it, Father.’


He mumbled absolution, blessed me, and gave me my penance – three Hail Marys and three Our Fathers. I bounded from the cloakroom with a mix of relief and dread.


My first confession. My chance to scrub my soul clean and return to the good graces of the Lord. And I had lied. Lied to Father and lied to God. What was worse, I knew there would be no going back now. I would have to lie in confession for the rest of my life. Because how could I ever confess to lying in my First Holy Confession? There was no choice now but to take these sins to the grave with me, and I knew what that meant.


I was seven years old and already doomed to an eternity in hell. Even the Protestants and Jews and Muslims would fare better than that.




Chapter 4



Growing up in Harbor Hills, I had two nearby playmates, but I never considered them friends. Next door was Cindy Ann Selahowski, the girl who was blind to my crush on her mother. In the house behind us was a crusty-eyed boy named Lawrence who was still calling for his mother to wipe his behind when he was seven years old. As casual playmates, they were fine. What I did not have was a best friend.


Then in 1966, when I was nine, a new family moved in on the next street. A family the likes of which I had never before known. The parents spoke in clipped brogues and constantly walked around with mugs of milky tea in their hands. The father, who worked at one of the General Motors factories, had immigrated to the United States from Wales as a young man; the mother was from Ireland. Their accents were as strong as the day they stepped onto American soil. They were the Cullens, Bevan and Claire, colorful and opinionated – and blessed, if you could call it that, with six sons. The second oldest, Tommy, was my age.


Shortly after they moved in, I wandered over to check out the new kid and found him and his five brothers working in the yard with wheelbarrows, shovels, and rakes. In the driveway were towering piles of wood chips, dumped there for free by the power company. One wheelbarrow at a time, the Cullen boys were spreading the mulch around the one-acre property. Their home had gone up on a lot that was nearly pure sand, and Mr. Cullen was nothing if not thrifty and inventive. With six mouths to feed on a blue-collar paycheck, he did not have disposable income to pay a landscaping company to lay down topsoil and sod. And so he struck a deal with the workers who trimmed tree branches away from the electric lines. They agreed to drop their trimmings for free at his house; it saved them the longer drive to the dump and tipping fees. You could call Mr. Cullen a pioneer organic gardener. From the old country, he brought the generational wisdom that plant matter – branches, leaves, bark, grass clippings – would eventually break down into humus, the foundation of rich soil and a healthy lawn. What he lacked in money, he made up for in time and energy – and free child labor. He was a tightly wound bundle of muscles with enough confidence to fill a stadium, and his plan was to cover the entire sandy property with six inches of mulch, give it a year to break down into loam, till it under, and plant his grass seed.


Truck after truck pulled up that summer with huge steaming piles of debris. On that first visit, I said a few words to Tommy, then just stood watching as he hurried back to work before he got scolded. Mr. Cullen, working beside his boys, eventually noticed me. He paused, wiped the sweat from his brow, and shouted out in his heavy brogue, ‘Well, what are you waitin’ for, mon? Get your hands out of your pockets and grab a shovel!’


It was, I would learn over the years, Mr. Cullen’s pet peeve and signature command. Hands in pockets could do no work; they were idle and useless, the sign of a slouch. On an almost hourly basis, he would yell out at someone – a son, a neighborhood kid, the scouts he would oversee as scoutmaster – ‘Get your hands out of your pockets, mon!’


On that first day, not knowing what else to do and unwilling to turn my back on his commanding presence, I did just what he ordered. I pulled my hands out of my pockets, grabbed a shovel, and began slinging mulch. There was something satisfying about the work, even if blisters quickly rose on my soft palms, and I returned day after day to help. Soon I was eating peanut butter sandwiches with the other boys at the long table in the Cullen kitchen. And soon Tommy and I were fast friends, as our parents would become, as well. The Cullens, like most of the families in the neighborhood, were Catholic and active in the parish. Like the Grogan kids, all six Cullen boys were enrolled at Refuge.


Tommy and I sweated together making the Cullen lawn, but mostly we played. That first summer, Mr. Cullen and my dad took us out and let us choose our first bicycles. Tommy and I settled on the identical model, the Schwinn Typhoon. It was big and heavy, with fat balloon tires and handlebars solid enough to carry a passenger. Tommy picked out a metallic red Typhoon. I went with metallic blue. We had our wheels, we had our freedom. Harbor Hills, every square inch of it, was our turf.


Tommy and I bombed up and down the neighborhood streets, coasted no-hands down the little not-quite-hills, and stood on our pedals to huff up the other side. We rode to the school to shoot baskets. Rode through people’s backyards.


We had only one restriction on our summer wanderings: no leaving the neighborhood. Despite the ironclad edict, soon after Tommy and I brought home our Typhoons we did just that. The bikes gave us mobility we had not known, and the temptation was too great. I felt like Adam with the apple. About a half mile from our house, along busy Orchard Lake Road, was a small shopping plaza with a supermarket, a pharmacy, a pizza parlor, a chicken take-out place, and knickknack shops. Our first trip to the plaza seemed terribly daring. Our hearts pounding, we peered at every passing car, fearing one of the neighbors would spot us and call our parents. But no one did, and soon the plaza became our second home. We would hang out there for hours, buying candy bars and sodas with the money we had made by cashing in returnable bottles we found along the way. A small order of fries was 32 cents with tax at the chicken joint, and we would each cough up 16 cents to split an order, which we would drown in ketchup and eat sitting on the sidewalk.


We swiped books of matches from the pizza parlor and would have wars in the parking lot, flicking lit matches at each other. We hung out at the record store and were soon hooked on Paul Revere and the Raiders, the Rolling Stones, the Beach Boys, and most of all, the Beatles.


Mostly, though, we rode to The Outlot to swim and hang out. Mr. Cullen brought a no-nonsense, tough-love sensibility to his sons. Girls might need warm water to wash up in the morning, but cold water worked just fine for men. Suntan lotion was for softies. So were beach towels. Real men air-dried, and that’s what Tommy did every day after we swam, goose bumps rising on his skin. Soon I stopped bringing my towel, too.


It was at The Outlot, when we pulled off our shirts to jump in the water, that the one big difference between us became obvious. I was chubby, pale, and bespectacled, with a blubbery spare tire hanging over my suit and little breasts that actually had a sag to them. Tommy was just the opposite, lean and muscular, not an inch of spare flesh to pinch. The sun turned his skin a deep bronze and his blond hair to a silvery white. I envied his Adonis looks.


One day Tommy and I swam out to the wooden raft anchored in our swim area where a group of neighborhood girls our age sunbathed. In an attempt to show off, I took a running leap and dove into the water. When I climbed back on the raft, the girls encouraged me to dive again. I obliged them, and they asked again. And again. They were tanned and skinny, all legs and giggles, and they seemed fascinated by my running dive. I was basking in their attention until Tommy finally dove in after me and bobbed up, his face inches from mine. ‘Don’t dive anymore,’ he whispered. ‘They’re all just laughing at you.’
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