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   For my parents:

   Rev. Dr. William Joseph Manseau,

   a good father in every sense of the word,

   and Mary Doherty Manseau,

   full of grace
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    Prologue

    
     
      
       M
      y parents don’t remember their earliest conversation. What was said when, who spoke first and why: these are details almost forty years gone. All my father can tell me is that he met my mother in his storefront ministry center in Roxbury late in the spring of 1968. A year before, he had rented an abandoned funeral home on Shawmut Avenue, propped open the doors to thin the stench of flowers and embalming fluid, and hung a sign out front declaring that all were welcome. A few months later, someone threw a metal trash can through the plate-glass window beside the entrance. He covered the hole and cleaned up as best he could, but there was no end to the mess that had been made.

     When my father describes the room in which he met my mother, he is always sure to mention the biblical murals that decorated the walls. I suppose he likes the image of the two of them surrounded by life-size portraits of prophets and saints, but my mind is drawn instead to all that stubborn glass, to tiny slivers working their way deep into the shag carpet, catching light whenever the overhead fluorescents were on.

     Wednesday evenings, Dad tells me, he would walk down Fort Hill from the All Saints rectory and preach in his storefront to whomever would listen. Sometimes he drew a crowd that filled five rows of folding chairs: families from the Lenox Street housing projects, drunks from Blue Hill Avenue, a handful of sisters from the convent nearby. One night the woman who would be my mother was among them. They all sat together with the soles of their shoes crunching the carpet below; singing, clapping, praying in a building that still wore scars from the previous summer, the season when the city burned.

     That’s how I imagine the scene of my parents’ meeting, as a series of contrasts and contradictions. Standing between a cardboard-patched window and scripture-painted walls, half-buried shards twinkling like stars beneath them, they made their introductions in the middle of a storefront with nothing to sell. He was a Catholic priest wearing a white plastic collar like a lock around his neck. She was a nun in a virgin’s black veil.

     What did they say? Too much has happened since then; it’s no surprise they can’t remember the simple greeting that started it all. Whatever the words might have been, I know they were spoken in a place full of the kind of faith with which I was raised, the kind of faith that knows how close hope and pain are to moments of possibility; the kind that sees something holy in that broken glass at their feet, splinters of grace that cut as well as shine.

    

   





    
     
      Part One
     

     Vocation
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       Via Crucis

      

     
      
       
        T
       he sculpture in the corner is dark, the color of wet earth. Rising three feet or so above its pedestal, it could be the model of a tower or a knot-gnarled tree. In fact, it is a tangle of bodies, a doll-scale depiction of a scene usually associated with souls in eternal torment: bare arms, legs, and torsos wrapped around one another, grabbing and kicking as if being pulled from below; pained faces staring out in every direction. From a distance, the piece looks almost accidental, protuberances jutting out here and there, no logic to its shape. Only on closer inspection can you see the intersecting wooden beams, and the man nailed to them, buried under the odd bulk of the hardened clay. The bodies wind around a tilted crucifix like ribbons on a maypole fallen down. It’s difficult to tell where one ends and the next begins. Jesus’ dead hand rests on a muscular shoulder. A veiled woman writhes past his forearm, revealing her breasts. The bodies spiral upward from the cross of death at the base of the sculpture to another cross, much smaller, at the top, held by communal effort. Not by a particular body or by many, but as one. That’s the message. The medium, however, is far more messy: up close the sculpture resembles nothing so much as a game of Twister played on the canvas of a late gothic crucifixion. Right hand, red. A fumbling group-grope of revelation.

      If it’s a sacrilege, it’s a well-placed one. Via Crucis, the Way of the Cross, stands in a dim hallway of the Archbishop’s Residence in Brighton, Massachusetts, on the first floor of what was until recently one of the most prestigious addresses in the Roman Catholic Church, former home to the highest-ranking prelate in America. The sculpture doesn’t at all match the decor of the manse, but still, it’s a fitting spot. For all its physicality, its erotic detail, the tangle of bodies is meant to suggest the church itself; the cumulative experience of those whose lives have rested on a single sacrifice, building up through the centuries to a mountain of human endeavor that one day will reach its reward.

      Yet whatever the artwork is supposed to represent, when I stood in the hallway in which it resides, it seemed unlikely many others had viewed the sculpture of late. A skin of dust covered the pedestal; a faded plaque was all that displayed the artist’s name. Along with the usual effects of age and neglect, the piece was rather difficult to see. The whole house—quiet, empty, smelling of freshly vacuumed carpet—was cast in shadows, as if half the lightbulbs had burned out at once, or, more likely, as if they were keeping an eye on the electric bill, trying to save a nickel or two wherever they could. This was the spring of 2003. The Archdiocese of Boston had by then paid over $50 million in settlements to victims of sexual abuse by its clergy. They could barely afford what little light was left.

      My father had an appointment that day to meet with the archdiocese’s “Interim Apostolic Administrator,” Bishop Richard G. Lennon, acting man-in-charge after Cardinal Bernard F. Law resigned in disgrace for his role in the abuse scandal. Law had insisted for months he knew nothing of the dangerous histories of the men involved. Then came the documents: his name, his blessing, on transfer after transfer, moving known pedophiles to unsuspecting parishes, sending wolves to tend his flock. It all resulted in a promotion for Lennon, but now he had the unenviable job of cleaning up the mess.

      I had gone along with Dad that day to offer moral support. With nothing but bad news coming out of the Archbishop’s Residence lately, he had been understandably anxious about the meeting. Yet it seemed possible at the time that Bishop Lennon agreed to speak with Dad more as a diversion than anything else. Compared with the scandal and the financial crisis it caused, my father should not have presented a pressing matter from the church’s point of view. Dad’s errand was merely to find out whether the Catholic hierarchy still considered him a priest. He had been ordained by the Archdiocese of Boston some forty years before. Eight years later he had married my mother, and had been excommunicated for refusing to resign his priestly status. Somewhere along the way, a change in canon law had reduced his penalty from excommunication to censure, and now, at sixty-seven, he was considering getting right with his church.

      After thirty-four years as a devoted if disobedient Catholic married to the same, my father thought it might be time to have his union with my mother recognized by Rome. The church would do no such thing, however, if Dad remained unwilling to bend to its will on the question of his priesthood, his “clerical state.” In other words, in order to have the primary relationship of his life affirmed by the church he loved, he would have to give up his primary identity within it. It’s a kind of sacramental blackmail: not quite damned if you do, damned if you don’t, but grace, authority, and even God are at stake if you take this kind of thing seriously. And Dad does. So he wanted to know where he stood, and what would be involved in being laicized, or, as the process is also called, “dispensed,” “regularized,” “reduced.” The church has no shortage of terms for spiritual debasement.

      We were sitting in the worn chairs of a dimly lit waiting area. Dad leaned forward, sat back, crossed and uncrossed his legs, trying to adjust, to settle into his chair and just wait patiently for the bishop to appear. At the far end of the hall, blue light shone from the windows of a small chapel: blue light on blue carpet, blue light on marble tabletops, blue light on an oak brown door.

      “We used to come up here two at a time, once a week,” Dad said. “Two seminarians would go into that chapel to help Cardinal Cushing with his radio broadcast. He’d intone the rosary into his microphone and it was our job to provide the responses. Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, he’d say, and we’d answer, Holy Mary, Mother of God…That was the whole show. People actually listened.”

      Dad straightened his glasses, glancing nervously around the hallway. Portraits of cardinals past stared down at us from the opposite wall. Directly in front of us was Richard J. Cushing, Archbishop of Boston from 1944 to 1970. Kennedy’s cardinal—he delivered the younger man’s eulogy—and yet as late as the 1950s, Cushing wondered why on earth Catholics would choose to attend a place like Harvard when there were more than enough seats at Catholic colleges to go around. The last towering figure of the insular, immigrant Catholicism in which my parents were raised, his portrait had a square chin, a large, severe nose, and deep vertical creases cut in his face. Even in his lush red cloak and matching three-cornered cardinal’s hat, he looked like a guy who might have owned a bar in South Boston—“Southie”—the Irish enclave where he’d been born.

      “One time I came up here,” Dad remembered, “Cardinal Cushing took me aside. He said, ‘Bill, come here, come here…’ ” Dad’s voice went gravelly and high at the same time, which surprised me. He is an earnest man, not one for jokes or shtick; I had never heard him try to do a comic voice before. “When I was right up by his side,” Dad continued, “he says to me, ‘You wanna see my operation?’ ”

      My ears perked to attention, eyes went wide. Growing up, my family stories had been tales of Catholic peculiarity, with oddball clerics standing in for crazy uncles. I still had a taste for it. Not just for the comedy of the unexpected that my parents’ memories of eccentric clergy never failed to provide (the priest dressed up as a mother superior one Halloween; the nun who had to be helped out of the rectory after a few too many sips of Tom Collins mix), but for the humanness of all involved: the human clumsiness of the God-minded. The stories I liked best were the ones that showed how anyone putting on the divine was bound to stumble like a toddler scuffing around in his mother’s high heels.

      “Cushing leads me into that conference room right over there,” Dad said, “and beside the same enormous table where we’ll talk to the bishop today, he opens his shirt up and says,” again that high gravelly voice, “ ‘I’m full of the cancer! They looked around inside me but couldn’t get it out!’ ”

      Dad opened the flap of his suit coat, miming it, though now it seemed he was playing it up more to distract himself than to keep me entertained. “All I could think to say was, ‘Wow.’

      “Another time I came here after I was married to let Cardinal Medeiros know what I was up to.” Humberto Medeiros had followed Cushing. In his portrait, he stared down from behind big metal-rimmed glasses, his skin a shade darker than any other man on the wall. Imported from outside the diocese, Medeiros was the wrong man to inherit the worst of Boston’s tribalism, the racism that boiled over to violence when black city kids began to be bussed to schools in predominantly white neighborhoods in the 1970s. “Why should I go to Southie?” Cardinal Medeiros infamously remarked when he was asked to make peace in his predecessor’s hometown. “To get stoned? Is that what they’d like to see?”

      “Medeiros was very interested, listened intently,” Dad said. “I reminded him of my work in the inner city, and told him about the ecumenical projects I’d begun. At the end of the conversation, he looked genuinely saddened, and said, ‘I wish you’d come back to us, Bill…’ ” Dad laughed lightly. He’d dropped the funny voices. “But I hadn’t gone anywhere! ‘Look,’ I said, ‘I’m right here!’ ” His lips tightened at the memory. “Of course, that’s not what he meant. I think he would have preferred if I left my family. That would have been the only way as far as the church was concerned.”

      Next to Medeiros on the wall was Cardinal Law. After Medeiros died, Law was the great white hope of the archdiocese old guard—the Irish power network of priests, cops, and politicians that for so long had controlled the city and, with the exception of Medeiros’s episcopacy, the church. Harvard-educated, quick-witted, Law had been greeted like Kennedy and Cushing rolled into one. Years later, after his resignation, he moved from the grand residence in Brighton to a convent in Maryland. The man who had dreamed of being the first American pope now had his pastoral authority limited to a group of elderly nuns.

      “I talked to Cardinal Law a few times, too,” Dad said, “about the pensions—all the money the church owes to former priests.” I’d heard about my father’s latest crusade any number of times but he explained again, talking a bit too loudly for the near-silent house. “Some of those guys paid into the pension fund for twenty years before they left active ministry, and now the church won’t let them have it. I told the cardinal we were going to do something about it.”

      “I’ll bet he was glad to see you,” I said.

      Dad smiled.

      At the opposite end of the hall, the light from the chapel shifted, climbing the white walls, and there, in the corner, casting a soft blue glow on the sculpture, the Way of the Cross. Bodies grabbing bodies, men and women wrestling—with what? sex? death? change? They wove around one another like stitches pulled tight, as if the church itself had opened its gown to reveal the scar by which it lived.

      Dad’s smile faded, and he began wringing his hands. Then he leaned back in his chair again, looked at his watch. How long would we have to wait? He sighed, long and emphatically. I don’t know that I’d ever noticed him sighing this way before, but I knew the sound as well as I know my own voice. That long sigh, my one inheritance.

      Dad looked at his watch a second time in two minutes, then scanned the portraits again. Power comes, power goes, as fickle as grace. He had made his case to three cardinals. They were all gone. He kept coming back.

      “I must be out of my mind,” he said. “I really must be out of my mind.”

       

      With all the splendors-of-Christendom grandeur implied by its name, and the sense of dread that had come over my father on our way there that day, I had expected the Archbishop’s Residence and the surrounding grounds to be much more impressive. Home to both the offices of the spiritual leader of the archdiocese and to St. John’s Seminary, the primary training facility for its priests, the Brighton campus functions as the Roman church’s administrative headquarters in Boston, and as such served as something like the capital of Catholic America through most of the 20th century, even as it has become its Watergate in the 21st. Compared with the power seats of European Catholicism, it is hopelessly drab: no flying buttresses, no rising spires, no ornamentation of any kind, only spare, squat, practical buildings. The residence itself is just a beige stone cube—albeit a very large beige stone cube—up a low hill from other stone cubes, the visual weight of which made me look for a fallout shelter sign posted in every door. As a whole the complex could almost be seen as a work of architectural prophecy, with the shape and placement of its bunker-like buildings to be read like tea leaves. On this side of the ocean, they say, Catholicism has been built not to soar but to survive.

      That my father chose to enter seminary and so to make his home among these colorless buildings for six years seems now as accidental as anything else in life. And yet the fact that my own beginning depends on that choice and all that followed makes it seem necessary, as inevitable as the splash after a rock is dropped.

      What was the rock? I had always thought it was God. As a child I marveled at the idea that my father had once been called by a divine voice. That’s just how I understood it too: exactly and literally called. Saint Paul’s fall from his horse on the way to Damascus, the Virgin Mary’s chaste acceptance of her fate, the prophet Jonah’s flight from his—all were reactions to an actual call, a voice, a vocation. I learned these stories early on and connected them with the events that had made my father a priest. God had called, I thought, and Dad had answered with his life.

      But it wasn’t really like that. My father’s understanding of what it is to be called by God is not the highway to Damascus, but the narrow road to Emmaus, along which, as the story goes, the recently resurrected Jesus bumped into two of his disciples. Disguised somehow, or maybe just unrecognizable after what he had been through—he’d been to hell and back, remember—Jesus pretended he had never heard of himself and used this opportunity to needle the disciples for gossip, to find out what they were saying about him now that he was gone.

      We had a painting of the Emmaus scene in the kitchen growing up: Jesus and two friends, presumably after they got where they were going, crowded around a table by a window. Jesus is breaking a small roll that’s dark as a bran muffin; on the table in front of them sit a couple of 1st-century coffee mugs. The picture was hung in a painted wooden frame on our yellow kitchen wallpaper. My high school friends liked to call it The Last Brunch.

      And, actually, that’s the point: vocations aren’t shaped by heavenly proclamations but earthly influence; not just by portentous Last Suppers or the intricacies of the Latin liturgy, but by breakfast tables and unscripted conversations; the road to Damascus as well as the streets of Lowell, Massachusetts, where Dad grew up.

      From those days, my father remembers glass bottles in the basement window, beakers and fruit jars filled with chemicals that glowed like colored light. His father was a mixer of dyes for the textile mills that had built the city, factories that made Lowell’s canals run blue with garbage and ink. Agawam Dye Works. Hub Hosiery. I never knew my grandfather, but I know he sometimes took his work home with him, disappearing down the cellar stairs to develop tinting formulas in a makeshift lab. He would have known a thing or two about compounds, about the ways different substances combine to create something new: add red to orange to make the creamy nude of nylon stockings; put too much acetate in your yellow and half the fish in the Merrimack River would bob like corks in water dark as wine. The power and volatility of transformation: my father’s father would have known it firsthand. And yet when it came time to explain the birds and the bees to his first-born, the lesson came without a whiff of biology or process, as if there were some areas of experience in which change played no part.

      “The most important thing in a man’s life,” Leo Manseau told his son Bill, “is to remain in a state of grace.”

      Bill’s mother, Jeannette, would not have been in earshot for this man-to-man advice, but she would have agreed wholeheartedly. It was she who marshaled the family into formation every night to pray the rosary on the hard kitchen floor. A nurse, a chemist, and their five children, practical people, they knelt down on scrubbed tile and prayed under a picture of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. They passed plastic beads through their fingers as if they were following a guide wire back to its starting point, never surprised to discover that their prayers connected them to a dying man.

      There was a dailiness to faith then that today is found only among fundamentalists: a suburban mysticism formed of the mixture of mid-century conformity and immigrant devotion. Together Leo and Jeannette Manseau had opted for an English-speaking church rather than one of the nearby French parishes many other Quebecois families attended, and then they had moved from one side of the city to another to be more fully a part of it. As children of French Canadians who had relocated to find work in New England, they knew the dangers of living in a culture closed off by language, and they knew their church could be a bridge, a way into the world, not a refuge from it.

      There was also the weight of history, of all the Father Manseaus who had come before: one in almost every generation tracing back three hundred years. The genealogists in my family report that the first Manseau in the New World came from France to fight the Iroquois in 1684, but his descendents were more intent on converting the natives than killing them. Even with his antiauthoritarian streak, Dad has always been proud to note that in Quebec, Manseau became a name of bishops. For him this lineage is as grand as tracing our blood back to kings.

      No doubt all of this played a role in determining that my father would study to be a priest, and later, what kind of priest he would be, but I wonder if also responsible, maybe more so, were a few fast-passing incidents that now seem to point beyond themselves, the accidental sacraments of childhood: during the war, seeing work crews of German POWs sweeping the sidewalks of downtown Lowell, perspiring through their sturdy uniforms; then, around the same time, working his first job, shoveling driveways for quarters, sweating in the cold until his pants were stiff with ice. When he had saved enough change he went to the corner store and bought nylon stockings for his mother.

      Not a grand voice, then, but little lessons picked up along the way: that work for punishment and work for love can look the same sometimes. That echoes of both the sexual and the spiritual can be heard in the simplest functions of family: cold sweat buys nylons for Mother; Father’s facts of life are theological and terse. A vocation is conceived not by the dove of the Holy Spirit or the stork that brings babies, but by a commingling of elements, as physical as the church has long wished actual conception was not.

      As my father tells the story of his vocation, it was fairly simple: he was a social, outgoing kid, the kind of guy who emceed dances for the CYO, standing at the mike welcoming people by name, comfortable in front of the crowd as the band set up behind him. An early ritual inclination, maybe; a taste for the authority and risk that come with being responsible for other people’s experiences. Or maybe he just liked the attention.

      More than anything else, though, Bill liked to go off hiking by himself, into the Lowell highlands, the then still-agricultural corner of one of the country’s first industrial cities. Away from the crowded house on B Street—three brothers, Dave, Skip, Bob, his sister Barbara—he would build a little fire, toast some bread, make a sandwich, and just hang out in a field all day, hunting for arrowheads.

      He was a member of a Boy Scout troop attached to the Baptist church in town, but back then he worried a bit too much about his Protestant troopmates: “I had one friend from a mixed marriage—that was Catholic-Baptist, back then,” Dad told me, “and I practically pleaded with him to go to Mass one Sunday. I thought his soul was in grave danger.” When the theological stress caused by camping with Baptists proved too much, Bill sought out a priest at his own church and asked his assistance starting up a new Boy Scout troop, one that would meet in a Catholic basement instead of a Protestant one.

      Father Thomas Sennott was glad to help. A young, active priest who’d come to the parish a year or so before, he not only cleared the way for Catholic Boy Scouts at Bill’s church in Lowell, he asked the young Scout to serve as his personal driver, though Bill was barely old enough to have his license.

      The rest is history—Dad’s history; my own: One day, they were driving away from the rectory on Stevens Street when Father Tom turned and said matter-of-factly, “Oh by the way, I made an appointment for you to take the seminary entrance exam.”

      “Oh, well, I…” Bill said. He was sixteen, driving a big car, thin wrists connected to a steering wheel as wide as a barrel. Seminary? He’d given it some thought, but he’d given more thought to being a lawyer, or maybe a politician: an emcee on a larger stage, an emcee with more to talk about than the band. But then again he did want to help people, and the only people he knew who did that for a living were Father Tom, and his mother, the nurse. Of course, a man could not go into nursing, so what option did that leave? But then again, what about a family? Was not having one a price worth paying to be in a state of grace? But then again…He was sixteen; he wanted to be all of it once. Maybe a priest wasn’t so far off.

       

      We had driven to the Archbishop’s Residence that day in 2003 in a spitting rain, along the same roads Dad would have taken on his first trip there: south on Route 3 from Lowell, down through the northern suburbs, skirting the top of Cambridge, then dropping into Brighton from the west, going out of our way to stay far from the frustration of Boston driving; the rush hour equivalent of avoiding the occasion of sin.

      We pulled through St. John’s main gate, past a solitary protestor huddled under an umbrella. His type had been a presence at churches across the city for the duration of the abuse scandal. He sipped from a thermos with steam fogging his glasses, wiping them off to stare into the windows of cars that crossed his one-man picket line. Once we were fully inside the seminary wall, the protestor resumed what seemed to have been his morning’s work, marching back and forth across the driveway in a yellow rain slicker. His shoes—heavy maroon work boots—were untied, their tongues flopping in front of the soggy cuffs of his pants. He lifted one foot, dropped it in a puddle, lifted the other, splashed down again. The corners of his cardboard-on-a-broomstick sign—“Accountability!”—were bent like a dog’s ears, soft and drooping in the rain.

      Dad didn’t seem to notice him, focusing instead on the stacked stone pillars of St. John’s gate, which he had passed through fifty years before, determined to spend the rest of his life as a priest, an alter Christus, as each young man learned to consider himself then. Another Christ.

      We parked the car and walked up the hill to the residence, rang the bell, and went inside, where that strange piece of art in the corner caught my eye. While Dad told me his stories of Cushing, Medeiros, Law, I watched the sculpture as if its shape might change. Through the chapel window, light shifted with the rain clouds outside, making the bodies seem to squirm. Via Crucis: In most Catholic churches it is depicted as the Stations of the Cross, fourteen images scattered around the walls, or outside in a garden, depicting Jesus’ forced march to Golgotha, shouldering the cross over the uneven stones of Jerusalem. First Station: Jesus is Condemned to Death. Second Station: Jesus Carries His Cross. Third Station: Jesus Falls the First Time. The pictures follow him with his torment, the passion play as slide show. Jesus is Stripped—shutter click, advance—Jesus is Nailed—shutter click, advance—Jesus Dies. Yet there in the corner it was happening all at once: all that agony tied in a knot, beginnings and endings wound in one long braid—a braid stretching from the original Way of the Cross suffered by my father’s God to the Way of the Cross Dad himself had walked with his life.

      Around the corner from where we sat, a door creaked open. There was a rustling, followed by quiet words between a man’s voice and that of the secretary who had let us in. Then the bishop appeared. Taller than I’d expected, in a black clerical suit, grinning above his collar, he ate up the floor with his stride. His hand shot forward before Dad was able to rise fully. When their hands met it looked for an instant like Bishop Lennon was helping him to his feet.

      “Oh Bishop Lennon,” Dad said, his voice excited, as if after all this waiting, he was surprised. “I’m William Manseau.”

      “Good to meet you.”

      “And this is my son. I was hoping he could join us—”

      Lennon looked pained, confused. Who was I, a bodyguard? A witness?

      “I would prefer not,” he said.

      “—because I think it would be an education for him.”

      Lennon kept quiet an instant longer, then repeated precisely, note for note, as if he had rewound a tape, “I would prefer not.”

      His refusal brought on an awkward four-way staring contest: Dad up at the bishop, the bishop down at him, me at the wall, and there on the wall was Cardinal Cushing, the man who had both ordained my father and excommunicated him, beaming at me from under his ecclesiastical pirate hat. Wanna see my operation?

      “Well, it’s your house,” Dad said finally.

      The bishop turned on his heels and went back around the corner, presumably to the conference room. Dad followed. The door closed with a soft shick, and I was left standing alone in the hall. For all my voyeuristic interest in the arcana of this place—seeing which was, I admit, as much my reason for being there as was keeping my father company—I realized I was where I belonged. What was being discussed on the other side of the door was not a world I or anyone on this side would understand. The two men on the other side were part of a separate, self-contained reality—a mystical reality, and yet one that somehow could be assessed and considered while seated around a conference table, with file folders, with pens. The reason we were there was nothing so mundane as my father’s status as an employee of the church—he hadn’t worked for the church in thirty-five years—but rather his ontological state. As the church sees it, and indeed as my father does as well, what was at issue was the nature of his existence before God. Totally meaningless, unless it is the most meaningful thing you can imagine.

      I heard low rumbles behind the door, stood and walked more closely to it, but was unable to make out the words. I heard papers rustle, then a knock on the table, wood on wood. Probably it was the arm of a chair pulled in close to the tabletop, but it sounded like a gavel bringing the court to order. I leaned in and listened a moment longer, standing closer to the door than I would be able to explain. But now I heard nothing.

      To save Dad a long walk in the rain, I went back outside to get the car, to move it up from the gate to the small parking lot closer to the residence. From the site through which he’d passed seeking the authority of the priesthood, to the scene of his possible submission of it. Two hundred yards and forty-five years separated the buildings: I walked down the paved hill alongside a field that sloped toward the seminary, the beige brick compound that more than any other place had made my father the man I know. As the hill leveled off, I walked past a life-size statue of Mary, a chalk-white Virgin in weather-worn marble, standing with arms open wide to accept her fate. At least according to the story the church tells itself, it was she who said yes to God and made all this possible. What if she had said no? Was her acceptance the model of Catholic triumph, or of capitulation?

      I walked past the solitary protestor, who glared at me from under his yellow hood as I approached the car. Who was he? A man with some connection to this place, obviously; a man aware of the way beige buildings and the men within them affect lives in ways that are not easily undone. Whether or not they truly mediate between heaven and earth, their power remained great enough for my father to make a long drive on a Monday morning to discuss the state of his soul, great enough for this other older man to risk illness and the elements in the name of holding the buildings accountable to the purpose for which they had been built. From the looks of him—the flopping boots, the ill-fitting pants, the deep-cut pain in his cheeks and around his eyes—his connection to this place was one that had left him unsettled, disturbed. Was he a victim of priests? The father of a victim? I didn’t want to keep my own father waiting, so I didn’t ask.

      But still I lingered a moment more, watching him. Via Crucis: His footsteps were heavy; his sign sagged over his shoulder. His protest seemed to fall somewhere in the gray area between the stance of a faith that sends a man looking for trouble, and the stoop of a belief that doesn’t have enough sense to come in out of the rain. Only then did I slide into the car, realizing finally that he, at least, was wearing a raincoat.

      I drove by slowly, around the parking circle and up the hill. With a glance in the rearview mirror I saw the protestor disappear, put out of sight by the sharp incline to the Archbishop’s Residence. There one instant, then gone from the glass. Whoever he was, he was another soul tangled in the braid, in this woven pile of bodies and buildings known by that deceptively simple word, church. Whether his protest implied love for it or anger or both, he was caught up in it.

      And so were we: my father inside negotiating the state of his soul; my mother at home, waiting to learn if her husband was still a priest; and of course myself, a son who would not have been born if not for promises both made and broken.
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      Brick and Mortar

     

    
     
      
       “G
      athering photographs into a family album,” Cardinal Bernard Law once wrote, “satisfies the important human need to remember and belong.” These words appear at the beginning of Law’s preface to The Archdiocese of Boston: A Pictorial History, a coffee-table book that, along with A Day in the Life of Ireland, lay face up and mostly unopened in my parents’ living room when I was in high school. I never questioned why we owned the book; we were, after all, part of the history it tells.

     The collection of glossy, black-and-white images is “our family album,” the former archbishop goes on to say. “This book helps us, the nearly two million Catholics of this archdiocese, to remember who we are and where we came from.”

     Writing in 1989, Cardinal Law had no idea that he would one day be shunned by this family for the harm done to it by his negligence. He could not have imagined that in a little over a decade he would be practically chased from the city as priests had been in the earliest days of Catholic Boston’s Puritan past, when it was illegal for a Roman cleric to set foot in colonial Massachusetts.

     That’s where the Pictorial History begins. Though the cover shows four of the same confident episcopal portraits that stared down on my father and me from the hallway of the Archbishop’s Residence (Law, Medeiros, Cushing, and his predecessor, William Cardinal O’Connell), inside, just under the surface, is the story of a faith at once growing and under siege: page 12 shows a reproduction of Pope Pius VII’s brief that, recognizing the Catholic population of New England as large enough to warrant its own bishop, created the Diocese of Boston in 1808. On the opposite page, we see the city’s first prelate, Jean Lefebvre de Cheverus, who “commanded the respect of many of the town’s influential citizens.” That this must be noted of a bishop suggests something of how unlikely it would have been for any other member of the Catholic population, and on page 21 we find a newspaper etching that illustrates this fact: the 1834 burning of the Ursuline Convent in Charlestown, the closest thing to a sex scandal the church had in the 19th century. It was sparked when the confessions of “Maria Monk,” a woman who supposedly had been held in a convent against her will, became a best seller with its tales of the author’s long endurance of all manner of Catholic impropriety. The book was a salacious sham, but when a sickly nun in Charlestown wandered away from the convent grounds and was discovered lost and dazed, it seemed she was Maria Monk come to life. In due course a gang of Protestant workers emptied the convent and set it on fire. In the newspaper etching, flames jump cartoonishly from the convent’s windows while the building remains intact. In reality, as the Pictorial History’s caption reads, “The damage, in both physical and psychological terms, was almost too great to calculate.” The few bricks that could be salvaged from the convent’s outer wall were later built into the entryway of Boston’s cathedral. Since then, every bishop consecrated and every priest ordained has walked through the fire-scarred arch.

     That’s the oldest Catholic story there is: abuses built into cathedral walls. Memory may fade, but bricks remain. Family albums set in stone.

      

     The first time Catholics tried to build a church in my mother’s corner of Boston, it was burned to the ground. The north side of Dorchester was then home to a small group of Irish immigrants paid low wages to work in the homes and factories of “native” Bostonians, Protestants whose ancestors had crossed the ocean only a generation or two before. To carve out a home in a land that had let them in but didn’t seem to want them, Catholics in Dorchester had saved their dimes until they’d gathered enough to pay for a place where they could receive the sacraments closer than the parish in the Lower Mills, a long walk across town. When their hope for a new church went up in smoke before a single candle could be lit or even the slightest of sins absolved, they started saving again.

     That the fire was an accident mattered little. It was reminder enough of the Charlestown convent burning that when a sanctuary was finally completed it had the look of a fortress: gray stones stacked like a castle, two crenellated turrets instead of a single bell tower. The new church’s thick walls darkened the lines everyone knew had already been drawn. Inside was us; outside, them. Inside, the ranks of Dorchester’s Irish multiplied at such a rate they soon outgrew even the massive St. Peter’s, leading the archdiocese to begin a second church less than a mile away.

     The idea of a Catholic American was still a contradiction in terms to locals who doubted whether one could be loyal to both president and pope, but inside each new church, that’s just what the Irish became: citizens of an alternate universe, complete with Catholic baseball leagues, Catholic Scout troops, quasi-Masonic Catholic men’s lodges like the Holy Name Society and the Knights of Columbus, and of course the local branches of the American parochial school system, which would later be deemed a bona fide miracle when the Vatican made one of the system’s founders, Mother Elizabeth Ann Seton, the first U.S.-born saint. With a building or two behind them, backed by an army of priests and nuns (the population of both nearly doubled in the first few decades of the 20th century), Catholics in Boston began to feel safe from Protestants and arsonists and anyone else who would do harm to the faith.

     By the time Dorchester’s second, third, and fourth churches were completed, domestics and ditch diggers of the Irish immigration could finally say aloud the prayer that had long been muttered with the low tones more rightly reserved for the Latin of the Mass. To hell with them.

     The burning of the unfinished church had occurred well before my mother’s parents found themselves in Dorchester, just off the boat, just before the Depression. By then, Irish Catholics had taken control of the entire city—best seen in the rise of such political families as the Fitzgerald-Kennedy clan—but still the separatist spirit inspired by early attacks remained. While for the boy who would be my father the church was a bridge, a way beyond the old language and the old ways of living, for my mother’s family it was more of a wall.

     Literally, too: they lived on the bottom floor of a house butting up against the grounds of Dorchester’s second parish. The handful of buildings that made up St. Margaret’s—rectory, church, two schools, and a convent—hedged Roseclair Street on both sides, the narrow road winding through the parish complex like a hidden valley, kept safe from the world by the red-brick mountains that rose to the sky on either side. St. Margaret’s was another line in the defenses that enclosed the city, and its spire was the neighborhood’s sentinel, the tallest thing standing at 135 feet, a brick and granite watchtower climbing four stories above the torn tar paper and cracking paint of the wooden triple-deckers below.

     The Dohertys lived close enough to St. Margaret’s convent that the Sisters of Charity sent over clothes and food from time to time, asking one of the children to take home a bundle whenever the nuns had something to spare. Not that the children ran around in rags, and not that the Sisters had ever seen the state the place was in; in this case, the charity the Sisters were named for was based more on assumptions. The Dohertys were the largest family on the block, five children by the last years of the war, two more on the way. Even with both parents working—Margaret at the laundry washing linens for the downtown hotels; Michael over in Southie, keeping the fires burning at Domino Sugar—they couldn’t possibly have enough.

     And of course there was the drink, cliché and curse of the Irish. There wasn’t a lot of it—“not all the time,” my mother would now protest—but still if Michael didn’t come home in the evening you knew where to find him. When the Sisters sent home their bundles of charity it might have been because they had seen Michael making his way across Boston Street the night before, stopping at the wrong stoop a few doors from home, probably thinking Margaret had gone and changed the locks.

     One spring Saturday in 1945, the girl who would be my mother was sitting a few doors from home herself, out on the sidewalk of Roseclair Street. She was all of four at the time, so her memory of the day is hazy, but let’s say she was sitting there watching an inning of the neighborhood game of choice. Ho-ball—short for “half ball,” Mom supposes—was a game played with a broken broomstick and a rubber ball that had been cut down the middle, split like a grapefruit, so that it wobbled through the air when you threw it. The ho-ball’s shape slowed it down such that if you timed it just right you could hit it on the round side and shoot it off like a bullet. If you hit it on the flat side, it popped straight up and everyone ran forward while the batter plowed through to get to first base. Total chaos. And best of all, when you cut it you’d have two balls instead of one. Play with one half and keep a spare at home in your shoebox, safe for another day.

     
      Swack! A batter hit it on the round side and the ho-ball shot off like a rocket, high as the rooftops and soaring down the block. A dozen neighborhood kids tore off after it, this great ramble of sons of the immigrant Irish: Connollys and Falveys and Walshes and Gavins, every one with a given name like my mother’s brothers’—John, Joseph, Francis, Daniel—or one of a few other choices from a menu made up entirely of apostles, archangels, and men who bleed from their palms. The Dorchester streets were full of saints: call one Patrick and you’d be lucky five didn’t show up for supper. And of course there were Marys, Marys everywhere: Mary Catherines, Mary Elizabeths, and Mary Annes; Margaret Marys and Mary Margarets; all these city girls named for the Blessed Virgin.

     One of them was my mother. She couldn’t keep up with the bigger kids chasing down the ho-ball, so for a few minutes she stayed on her curb and watched them as they ran. Wild shouts and dirt kicked up by the clapping soles of their Keds, they moved like a thundercloud down the road. They reached the spot where the ho-ball rolled to a stop and they didn’t even pause. The game had changed, they’d get it later. They were all too busy flying now, arms outstretched like the B-17s they’d seen in the newsreels.

     Back in the abandoned ho-ball diamond, Mary Doherty’s shadow grew long in the afternoon sun. The sidewalk was empty, the gray concrete cracked. She never felt so tall. Down the road the ho-ball boys were charging at one another, spinning away, barking like machine guns—dogfighting. They moved as a body toward the far corner of the neighborhood. Mary climbed to her feet and wandered off in the other direction, away from Roseclair Street and the brick walls of St. Margaret’s, center of the universe.

     Mary’s mother Margaret had been out on her errands, leaving Michael on the Doherty stoop to watch the babies with one eye, while the other eye kept track of the three older children down the block.

     When Margaret came home, she hoisted Joe and Frank onto her hips, and scanned the crowd of boys as it floated past. Before she married, before the weight of toddlers pulled her small frame even closer to the ground, Margaret would save her housekeeping pay three seasons a year until she had enough to travel back across the ocean in the dead of winter, no better time to go home, when there wasn’t a bit of work in the whole of Ireland and nothing left to do but dance. In those days when her father took his accordion from its case every soul in Kilgarvan, County Kerry, would make the trek to the Sullivan cottage though it was miles from town, crowding in to clap and jig the cold out of their bones.

     But there was no dancing now. Margaret jostled both boys into the crook of one arm, used the other to block the sun, and counted faces—mine, not mine, mine, not mine—looking for her fair-haired daughter behind a scrim of skinny legs. Twenty-five years off the boat, her brogue was still thick as earth.

     And where’s Mary, then?

     Right behind us, one of the boys said.

     I’ll behind you! Go on now and find her!

     A mission at last. The squadron revved up and took off again, running and pedaling like mad toward Columbus Circle, loving the excitement of it, calling out, Mary! Mary! They swerved around hydrants and pedestrians like they were dodging flak on a bombing run. For all the shouting you’d think every meat-rationed kid in Dorchester was out looking for little Mary Doherty.

     Mary! Behind St. Margaret’s, out and around the rectory, the schoolyard, the church. Mary! Up Mayhew Street, past the granite steps of the Sisters of Charity convent. Mary! Down Dorchester Avenue, quick peek in the window of the Killarney Pub, haunt of all their fathers. Mary! Kicking trash cans over, she could be anywhere.

     Finally they all circled back, emergency landing on Roseclair Street.

     Mayday!

     Mayday!

     No Mary.

     Margaret called the police, told them her husband had glanced away for just a moment and then Mother of God if their daughter wasn’t gone. The children went looking but no. Haven’t the police seen anything at all?

     Oh sure we seen her. Found her down the drugstore on Boston Street.

     Boston Street! Is she still there then?

     Nah. She’s down here at the station. Had herself a nice ice cream cone.

     With that Margaret packed Michael off to the precinct and soon he returned with Mary in tow, eyes wide with ice cream and adventure. She still had a bit of it on her cheek. So did Michael, rubbed off when his scruffy chin rubbed her own. She couldn’t stop talking about all the things she’d seen. What a thrill it is to be found when you didn’t even know you were lost!

     How could she have known? Wherever she had wandered that day, only the slightest glance behind and above would have shown Mary Doherty her exact location on the earth: in the shadow of St. Margaret’s Church, the sharp point of its tower everywhere visible, like a knife big enough to cut the sky.
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     The world was divided, even a kid knew that. Mary could hear as much in the air on Roseclair Street: Catholics and Protestants. Americans and Japs. Better dead than red. She could see as much in the comings and goings that buzzed around St. Margaret’s like flies in the pantry: The Sisters were the ladies with charity bundles in their arms; the mothers were the ones with babies. The Fathers were men who smelled of incense and aftershave; Dad was the one with whiskers that scratched your chin. Even the ho-ball boys seemed split down the middle: altar servers and hooligans, depending on where you saw them. It stood to reason she’d soon be cut in half as well. What else could explain the strange sight in the step-dancing class her mother signed her up for: the older girls in tartan skirts and knee socks, snapped to attention through the shoulders but wild and quick below the waist, stamping and kicking to the mayhem of a reel?

     Soon after Mary began school at St. Margaret’s Elementary, she learned that it all came down to spirit and flesh. Bodies are made of “noble” parts and “less noble” parts. The head is noble (except when full of sinful thoughts); the knees are less so (except when knelt upon). The Sisters said it was a division applicable to every facet of existence:

     
      God and Man

      Church and World

     

     She was too young yet for chastity and sex, but that worked too; white and black as well, though all she knew of the latter was the piggy bank they kept in a corner of the classroom, where a shrine to the Immaculate Virgin kept company with the hollow-bodied doll they called Little Black Sambo. They dropped spare change into a slot in his plaster head, pennies for the missions, because it was the duty of the saved to helped the unsaved, sure as lost little girls must be found. That’s the way the divisions worked, one half the hope of the other—

     
      clergy and laity

      truth and error

      man and woman

      grace and sin

     

     Best to find yourself in the left column entirely; if birth happened to lob you an outside pitch, to land you somewhere on the flesh side of the board, well, Miss, you do what you can.

     At St. Margaret’s School they did not learn that all this comes from St. Augustine, specifically from his youthful dabbling in the notion—officially condemned as a heresy by the church—that the world exists in a constant struggle between the forces of light and darkness. Among his other bright ideas: on the pressing question of whether Adam and Eve could have conceived a child before they ate the forbidden fruit and learned how to sin, Augustine proposed that, yes, it would have been quite easy. Before the Fall, he said, sex would not have been a function of base desire but of holy will. According to Augustine, just as some men “can move their ears, either one at a time, or both together,” and others can, “by lightly pressing their stomach, bring up an incredible quantity and variety of things they have swallowed,” and others still “have such command of their bowels that they can break wind continuously at pleasure so as to produce the effect of singing,” Adam had the ability to will his penis sinlessly to rise. Thus equipped, he could have taken care of business with as little passion as he might’ve punched a time card at the Garden gate.

     The Immaculate Erection: At St. Margaret’s Elementary they certainly did not learn that. What did they learn then? Not merely reading, writing, and arithmetic, but, as a school pamphlet from the time puts it, “the love of God, and all that love implies and demands in the way of self-control and obedience to the Ten Commandments and the love and practice of Catholic truth.”

     In every classroom there was a crucifix above the blackboard, the stars and stripes beside it, flanked by framed photographs of Pope Pius XII, and the new archbishop, Richard James Cushing, local boy made good. On every other wall there were pictures of Gospel scenes and the history of the nation, postcards from parallel promised lands: the Good Samaritan helps a stranger to his feet while Washington crosses the Delaware; Ben Franklin flies a kite while Jesus rides his donkey into town.

     In their heavy wool habits and domed wimples that made it seem they were hiding bowls beneath their veils, the Sisters of Charity taught St. Margaret’s students to recite prayers at the beginning and ending of each session. Mary learned to sing “sweet hymns in praise of our Lord and his Blessed Mother.” She learned from “the Sisters’ insistence on the duty of morning and night prayers in the home, the preparation for the regular reception of the sacraments of Confession and Holy Communion, faithful attendance at the Sunday Mass and frequent visits to Our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament in the church before and after school.”

     She learned especially from the book that explains the basic tenets of the faith in question-and-answer format, the Baltimore Catechism, so named for the site of the 19th-century meeting of American bishops at which it was decided a new manual of the faith should be compiled. This meeting has been mentioned as the true beginning of Catholicism in America: it was here the bishops declared the first duty of the church in the United States would be to provide every Catholic child with a Catholic education. With that mandate, the seeds of the so-called brick-and-mortar phase of the church history were planted: schools were planned, money raised to build them, religious orders founded to oversee their administration. From Europe and Canada, motherhouses dispatched nuns to teach immigrant children and guide as many as possible into convents and seminaries, which in turn produced more priests and sisters, who staffed more schools and churches, which in turn produced more vocations, filling more seminaries and convents, staffing more schools, raising more money, building hospitals, orphanages, rec centers, producing more vocations, building and building and building, ad infinitum—or, as was the mantra of Catholic construction projects back then, ad majorem Dei gloriam. For the greater glory of God.

     It was the genius of the Baltimore bishops’ conference to recognize that if the church was going to make it in a country as vast as America—vast in land, vast in options—it would need to create a veritable vocation factory. Officially parochial schools were declared a miracle for their work educating the children of the immigrant throng, but they were a miracle of continuity as well, incubators of a kind of asexual reproduction, producing in the middle years of the century more aspiring priests and nuns than had ever been seen before, an ecclesiastical baby boom.

     All this expansion needed a spiritual blueprint as well as an architectural one. That blueprint was the Baltimore Catechism. Scratch any Catholic over a certain age and you will find splinters of a theological framework built to the dimensions found between its covers.

     Mary received her copy of the catechism when she entered the second grade. On its blue and white cover, a wiry Jesus with hair past his shoulders rises through an arched doorway filled with bright light, floating like a comic-book ghost. A lantern swings from a hook beside him, but its glow seems only a reflection of the beams that propel him out the door. Except for a shroud draped diagonally across his genitals, Jesus is naked, risqué in the slope of the garment from left hip to right thigh, the white cloth leaving exposed the lowest part of his abdomen, low enough to show some small patch of pubic darkness were his body below the neck not totally devoid of hair.

     This is the book from which she learned the first truths of the faith. It begins at the beginning—Who made us? God made us. Who is God? God is the Supreme Being, infinitely perfect, who made all things and keeps them in existence—and it continues through and beyond the end—At the end of the world the bodies of all men will rise from the earth and be united again with their souls, nevermore to be separated.

     Quite a lot to handle at eight years old. But then that’s the point. Every page of the catechism is meant to make it clear: this is serious stuff. It’s not just a child’s textbook, but a map of the Catholic universe. All that was, is, and will be: baptism to last rites, creation to last judgment, and all of Catholic life in between.

     Mary flipped through the pages, looking for the life that would be hers. Every section begins with a pen-and-ink drawing meant to hold the interest of a generation weaned on Lil’ Abner and Orphan Annie. Page 6 shows a mother, a father, and their five children, each with rosary in hand, all looking dour though the word PRAYERS floats above them, filling the room with red beams like rays from the sun. Page 14 features a well-manicured hand reaching out of a cloud amid more shafts of holy light. And Lesson No. 3—What is a supernatural mystery? A supernatural mystery is a truth we cannot fully understand but which we firmly believe because we have God’s word for it—is illustrated by a small boy (an angel actually, wings and all) playing on the beach. Approaching from the left, a robed, bearded figure lugging a massive book points to the ground with his free hand. According to the caption, it is none other than St. Singing-Farts himself, out for a stroll by the sea. Augustine watches the little angel pouring water into the sand and says, “You can never empty the ocean into that hole.” Such is the vastness of God compared to the smallness of our comprehension. A supernatural mystery, the picture makes clear, is all the water that won’t fit.

     Mary keeps looking. On page 33, there’s a far less mysterious image: a child shown from the waist up, stripped to the skin, covering his face with both hands. Surrounding him, in the same red ink used for the heavenly prayer beams, a fire rages. Teeth of flame overlap the thin lines of his arms, almost engulfing even the picture’s caption: Mortal sin deserves the everlasting punishment of hell.

     She turns the page. It can’t all be as dark as that. Finally she finds an illustration that seems to present all the possibilities: crowded into the foreground before a church with a tower like St. Margaret’s, a dozen or so representatives of the world’s occupations go about their various business. A farmer guides his plough through a field. A draftsman sits bent at his desk. A worker climbs up from a manhole in the road. In the upper left corner a sailor saunters by. Below him, a chemist holds a beaker to the light. A priest walks with his hand on a small child’s shoulder. So many choices for the ho-ball boys. For the girls, though? On the right side of the page a mother walks with her daughter. On the left, a nun walks alone. That’s it for females in the picture: the nun, the mother, the small girl in between.

     She closes the book at the sight.

     I can imagine her squinting incredulously, just as she seems to be doing in the one photograph I have seen of her from those days. It appears, strangely enough, in the Archdiocese of Boston: A Pictorial History. Right in the middle of the section of images from the church’s brick-and-mortar phase—Cardinal Cushing at the controls of a backhoe; Cardinal Cushing breaking ground; hospitals, parishes, and schools rising up wherever he roamed—right in the middle of all that construction is a photograph snapped by an unknown press photographer during a Holy Name Society parade in 1947, a picture of a family sitting on a Boston street during a nine-hour parade of church organizations and religiously themed floats; a picture of the marathons of devotion typically undertaken by Catholics of the day. It is also an accidental portrait of the Dohertys of Roseclair Street as they would have been known by most: my grandmother, Margaret, with the five children who had by then been born. My grandfather, Michael, is not in the frame. Margaret is thirty-six, still young in the eyes and in her Irish excitement. She looks directly at the photographer, the grin on her face so big it seems she has been waiting for this moment. She reaches out with her left hand to shake the children to attention—look, look, look at the camera!—but the kids just keep staring at the ground. Only Mary glances out like her mother, the same tilt of the head, but instead of a smile, she squints in the sun.

     The harried mother, the distracted children: looking at them you’d never know that they live in the starkly theological world described by the catechism, but another photograph of the parade is a reminder. Among those nine hours of Catholic marching bands, Catholic Scout troops, Catholic men’s and women’s clubs, toward the end of the longest parade in the history of the city of Boston, the “Last Judgment” float comes rolling down the road. It is pictured on the facing page of the Pictorial History: a moving stage twenty feet long, ten feet wide, creeping along at five miles per hour, covered with white cotton bunting clumped together in makeshift clouds. Four women stand around the perimeter, draped in robes, crowned with halos, puffy wings dipped down to the backs of their knees. They lean back to blow yard-long plastic horns, heralding the Second Coming with flat notes that get lost in the din of the bagpipes up the block. At the center of the float, standing before a snow-white cross, Jesus himself reaches out to a papier-mâché earth. Arms stretched toward an oversized ball, Christ looks ready to make the catch. According to the caption, it won second prize that year.

     In the photograph of the float, a mob five deep spills over the sidewalk behind it, mouths agape at this page of the catechism come to life. On the facing page, if Mary is excited she doesn’t show it. She narrows her eyes and peers past the Last Judgment, waiting to see what comes next.

    

   




    [image: 34]
   
    
 

    
     Sacred Hearts

    

   
    
     
      T
     he letters arrived almost every week, written on stationery from the Fathers of the Sacred Hearts Seminary, printed in the upper left corner with the insignia of the order: a pair of hearts nuzzled up against each other, one stabbed through with a sword, the other bound in a strap of thorns. Latin script—SS Cordibus Jesu Et Marie Honor et Gloria—encircled the hearts, identifying them as belonging to Mary and Jesus; twin organs of a mother and a son, held close enough to pump the same blood.

    The letters came from Jeannette Manseau’s brother, my great-uncle Fred, who at the end of the next decade would vanish from the family without a trace, only to reappear thirty years later as casually as if he’d gone out for a smoke. But that story will have to wait. For the moment all that matters about Fred is that, though as a teenager he had worked at the Dye Works with his brother-in-law Leo, my grandfather, late in the fall of 1940 he set out for a seminary in Fairhaven, Massachusetts, eighty miles south of Lowell, where he began studying for the priesthood.

    Before my father, Freddy was the priest in the family, the man whose ministry hung over my father’s early years just as his did my own. If in some roundabout way I have my father’s vocation to thank for my life, I probably have my great-uncle to thank for my father’s vocation. In any event I should add him to the list of those who turned my father the Boy Scout into a man of God: Freddy, my grandparents, Dad’s early mentor, Father Thomas Sennott; all together applying the not-so-subtle pressures of precedent, expectation, and love.

    Priests have a way of running in families, you see. The vocation is passed from uncle to nephew; from brother to brother; from father who tried and failed to son who must now tend to unfinished business. Pull a priest out of history, make him a plumber or a doctor or a cowboy instead of a cleric, and the family’s ecclesastical lineage just might tumble like a house of cards. Fifty-two pickup and a mess of might-have-beens. A life given to faith can be that fragile, that dependent, as each priest leads to others, reproduction by example and will.

    The same goes for their sainted mothers. In the middle of the 20th century the question of women becoming priests had yet to be raised with any seriousness, but the fact that pious mothers more than anyone else were responsible for filling seats in seminaries was common knowledge to the point of being all but officially recognized by the church. Not for nothing were priests known to keep their late mothers’ wedding rings in the Communion chalices they received upon ordination. It was a mingling of the sacrifice the woman had made to bring a potential priest into the world (her virginity) and the sacrifice Christ had made to make the priesthood possible (his life). The ring that allowed sex dropped like a seed into the celibate’s cup; a small tribute to all those Catholic mothers who generation after generation pumped the blood of vocation into the sacred hearts of their sons; women who sent their boys away to become men of God without a clue as to what the effects of this transformation might be.

    All through the war years, in those letters she received from the Fathers of the Sacred Hearts Seminary, Jeannette watched the transformation of her kid brother Freddy into “Brother Bernard.” There already was a Brother Frederick in the religious community, so, as was often the case, Jeannette’s brother took another name both to avoid confusion and to mark the fact that he would become a new man before his time at the seminary was done.

    “Yes, it’s Uncle Freddy again,” one of his early notes cheerfully and characteristically began, “writing again so that he can annoy you…

    “Novitiate life is ideal and the rules and regulations are not too difficult. We have a large building four stories high, refectory on the first floor, study hall on the second, chapel on the third, and last, but most welcome at 9 o’clock, the dormitory on the fourth. We rise at 5:30, hear Mass, meditation follows Mass, breakfast etc., up to 9 PM. Our novice master took us on a church visit tour in Fairhaven and at the same time we caught a glimpse of the city. Well, Lowell is not so bad after all…”

    That was Fred, enjoying his role as wisecracking uncle even while giving the folks back home a glimpse behind the seminary walls. He still had the tone of the boy who’d called himself “The Kid” in Jeannette’s high school yearbook, signing his first few letters from the religious life “Pal Freddy” as if all the rest—daily Mass, meditation, the bleeding-heart stationery—was a put-on.

    Before too long though, his tone began to change. “I was sorry to learn that you were not feeling well,” he wrote later and more ponderously, “but you know the Lord purifies the ones he loves through suffering…” In this letter and the others that followed, which he soon was signing Brother Bernard, the change seems complete: “Pal Freddy” had become the dispenser of family platitudes. With every note sent home it seemed he became less a brother, more a priest—though not without cracks in the façade: “Say, what I am doing preaching like this?” he wrote toward the end of another pious missive. “Just the same, the war will demand many sacrifices which as yet are to be known, so there is much truth perhaps in the words, Trust in the Lord.”

    Maybe it was simply that the war had made them all philosophers. Cloistered away as he was from newspapers and newsreels, perhaps Fred’s words from seminary were a reminder to Jeannette that her family could rise above even the fighting that everywhere else was inescapable. In such a time, who wouldn’t want to believe that they were being purified by their suffering? That their family was meant for higher things?

    On visiting days in Fairhaven, Jeannette and Leo brought Brother Bernard supplies he needed: toiletries, a bathrobe, socks, a dollar here and there, none of which seminarians could acquire through other means. (“It sure would be great if I had a pair of black shoes, size 7,” he once wrote, “signed, ‘the Beggar.’ ”) They also brought the children, Bill and his brother David. Walking the seminary grounds, seeing their uncle and his classmates draped in white cassocks and black pom-pommed hats, it seemed they had come to another world.

    “Say you know I had so many things to tell you visiting day that seeing you I forgot everything,” Freddy wrote when Bill was five years old. “Great kind of weather for visiting though. Good old Bill and Dave were right in the pink. Maybe someday they will come here to stay.”

    Maybe, Jeannette might have thought. Maybe, and why not? Why not another priest in the family? The Manseaus soon were on their way to becoming one of the larger families in the parish—a daughter followed the two boys, then two more sons after that—but still they stood apart. Bill was always fighting to belong in the neighborhood, and sure enough it would be the same for the others. It hadn’t been so in the French parish Jeannette had been raised in on the other side of town. There, the change in the family’s status when Fred left for seminary was immediate and palpable, as if they had suddenly been given keys to the inner chambers of the church. If one of her own boys were to become a priest, no longer would she and Leo be puzzled over as outsiders who had moved their French-Canadian brood into a largely Irish parish. Then they would simply be Father Manseau’s parents, no other proof of propriety necessary.

    Yes. Another priest in the family. A thought like a gold ring pinging into a silver cup. Echoing even when her brother’s letters became less frequent. Echoing louder when they stopped coming at all.

    “Please tell Billy how proud I am of him,” one of his uncle’s last notes read. Jeannette received it just after her oldest son announced his intention to follow in her brother’s footsteps. The family wouldn’t hear from Fred again for thirty years, and Jeannette would never know what had happened to him. In fact it was not until Jeannette died, in the early 1980s, that my father learned what dark secret had driven his uncle away. An elderly priest from Freddy’s order made a surprise appearance at Jeannette’s funeral and told the tale: Brother Bernard had fallen in love. As was the custom of the church at the time, the superiors of his order had demanded he move five hundred miles from anyone who had ever known he had been ordained. To avoid scandal, they said. A married priest was the worst kind they could imagine.

     

    By the time he reached high school, Bill Manseau had been an altar boy for six years. Never a remarkable student or athlete, he was, it turned out, a top-notch sacramental mood setter; an accomplished maker of the “smells and bells” of Catholic worship. He was always first to volunteer for service at weddings, funerals, and early morning Mass, welcoming any opportunity to face the congregation, to light the candles before the priest and deacons approached the altar at the beginning of the liturgy, to carry the cross high above his head when leading the procession at the end.

    Leo and Jeannette Manseau knew their son well enough to suppose this level of participation was due in part to the fact that Bill had a hard time saying no. He was so eager to please most of the time. His mother, his teachers, why should it be different with priests? And the fringe benefits—weddings put a little money in his pocket, funerals often got him out of school—probably had something to do with it too.

    But that didn’t explain it away: Bill also seemed genuinely to enjoy it. He was a boy partial to uniforms. I have one picture of him in the brown shirt and tie of the Young Officers Corps; in the tinted photo he is blond and pink-cheeked. The costumes, the secret oaths and incantations—Introibo ad altare Dei, the priest says. I will go to the altar of God. Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem meam, the acolyte replies. To God the joy of my youth—it was as if a vocation to the priesthood would be a natural extension of his time in the Boy Scouts, which even more than church had shaped his life until then. The Scout manual in fact had been the true catechism of his childhood, life’s rulebook since before he was old enough to join. Leo had seen him study it in the weeks leading up to his initiation to the Scouts (“Crossing the Bridge of Light,” they called it) as if he were preparing for an inquisition.

    Now it seemed Bill had decided it was time to take St. Paul’s advice and put away childish things. “Be prepared,” was the Scout’s credo, and Bill was prepared to fulfill the unspoken duty of every Catholic household, to trade his Scout’s neckerchief for a Roman collar, his beloved Scouting manual for a breviary.

    All of that was fine with Leo. That his eldest would be the one to do so was not a surprise. And they did by then have three other sons to carry on the family name. But still, certain details of Bill’s apparent vocation were troubling.

    The problem wasn’t the priesthood—it was one particular priest. As far as Leo was concerned, Bill was spending far too much time with Father Tom, the parish priest who had helped Bill start a Scout troop of his own, and then had drafted him as a driver. Between school, Scout meetings, and this new job, the boy was rarely home. Leo didn’t always know where his son was, but it was a safe bet who he was with.

    “Doctor’s orders, Leo,” I imagine Jeannette Manseau reminding him. Just home from the second shift at the state hospital, still in her crisp white nurse’s uniform, it would have been difficult to argue when she made the issue medical. Difficult too to argue with such a disarming face. I know her only through photographs and a few flickering frames of 8-millimeter film, but I don’t doubt it when my father tells me that his mother was often mistaken for his sister. “The man has hypertension,” she’d say in Father Tom’s defense. “Better for us all if he’s kept from behind the wheel.”

    Maybe so, Leo would say. But still it made him uneasy. It was only Bill’s loyalty—again that eagerness to please—that allowed the priest the freedom and mobility he had enjoyed before his diagnosis. It seemed a lot of pressure to put on the boy. Not to mention the hours involved, the lack of a regular schedule, the priest’s sudden need to be here or there. For someone who shouldn’t drive, Leo would have been justified in thinking, Father Tom sure got around.

    “It’s quite flattering, if you ask me,” Jeannette would say. “Shouldn’t we be proud he chose Bill over anyone else?”

    Maybe so, Leo said, maybe so.

    
     [image: space]
    

    The Manseaus lived around the corner from the rectory, close enough that Father Tom could drive himself without much trouble. Maybe the doctor wouldn’t like it, but the quarter mile down B Street took barely two minutes, and he wasn’t a complete invalid, after all. A sick man will remind himself of that however he can.

    Not a week went by when he didn’t turn up visiting with Jeannette in the kitchen for an afternoon, drinking coffee with legs crossed under his cassock like a neighborhood housewife come to borrow salt. An older housewife, maybe. He had gone silver at the temples; his eyes sagged behind his glasses. No longer a young man, though at forty-one certainly he was too young to need a driver. He’d been aged by his health troubles. They’d given him an ashen look, as if his skin had grayed with his hair.

    And yet he never failed to brighten when Bill appeared. When in the company of any of the teenagers from the parish whom he was steering toward the seminary—“Father Sennott’s Boys,” they were called—he still had that unsettling youthfulness of priests; the perpetually boyish quality they maintain until they are suddenly too old not to act it.

    In the Manseau kitchen those afternoons, it would have been difficult to say what was an act and what was not. Bill had come to count Father Tom as a friend, but that he was a priest was more or less all Leo and Jeannette knew of him, and that was enough. The collar lets a man in the door sometimes, finds him a seat at the table with his life hidden in the folds of his cassock. Everyone played their parts: the priest and the parents no less than the Sacred Heart image that hung on the wall above the kitchen table, the rosary beads they handled when they knelt down on the kitchen floor. Catholic parents hosting the priest. All these icons, drinking coffee.

    Later, Bill would hear from another altar boy rumors of Father Tom’s time as a chaplain during the war. He would hear the story of a young man going from seminary to his first church and then off to the South Pacific. Not until after Bill had decided to attend seminary himself would he hear how his mentor had danced at night with a navy nurse and thought of leaving his vocation behind. A wartime dream. Then the bomb dropped and he returned to the States, back to the life of a parish priest; back to being a man whose closest human contact was with boys he cared for as if they were his own. As close as Bill felt to his mentor, as much time as they spent together, he hadn’t heard any of this from him directly. There are things icons don’t say.

    Another cup, Father?

    Don’t mind if I do.

    More than once Bill walked in the back door from school and found Father Tom waiting there, and just as the priest could not help but brighten in his presence, something in Bill inevitably changed as well. If Leo and Jeannette could not see it, Bill would make it plain in a letter to his parents that year, written when they mistakenly worried that Bill meant to end his position as Father Tom’s chauffeur. Bill couldn’t believe, he wrote, that his parents could have “so low an opinion of me…How could they think that I have deserted my beloved Father Tom. Him, whom I love more than anyone, except my family, in the world?”
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