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Kill themall. God will |ook after H s own.
-- ARNALD- AMALRI C, Abbot of C teaux,
at the massacre of Beziers, 1209

Kill "emall! Let God sort 'em out.
--a popular U S. T-shirt, 1986

The grass was unnaturally green. Jelly-bean green or the green of golf
ganes on television, though come to think of it that was grass too, televised
grass but grass nevertheless. Golf was the only gane she enjoyed wat ching
because there were no rules to keep track of. You only had to sink the ball in
the hol e and count the nunber of times you'd hit it. People could have played
golf here except for the headstones. So many nanes and for the life of her she
couldn't remenber which one she was | ooking for. This one was nice, al
speckl edy gray-pi nk, ALPHONSE BURDETr, but inagine being nmarried to someone
call ed Al phonse, and in any case Al phonse Burdett had died in 1951 at the age
of --? She did the arithnetic fromhis birthdate, 1878. Seventy-three, when he
died in 1951. She could be pretty sure that ruled out Al phonse Burdett.

And | ook, right here on the next stone, CECILIA BURDETT, BELOVED W FE,
1904--85. She felt alnpst as though Cecilia had caught her flirting with
Al phonse at one of those awful senior socials with Kool-Aid and Oreos. She
could remenber things like that, general things, but not particulars, the
nanes and faces of people who assuned she renenbered them and when she
couldn't then assuned she was an inbecile. But there were places she could
renmenmber with the clarity of a slide being flashed on a screen. Living roomns



with all their furniture, backyards, the enornmous produce department of a
supennar ket sonewhere, a roomin a basement with just one tiny w ndow near the
ceiling and | arge rhubarb | eaves screening the wi ndow. She only had to cl ose
her eyes and they were there for the sumoni ng.

It was like a detective story, in a way. If this is the bedroom|
renenmber, with this wallpaper with a tangle of pastel blue and pink roses, and
this maple chest of drawers, and this crucifix with a frond of dried pal m bent
doubl e and attached to it with a rubber band, and this rug that's faded to
match the greenish tan of the chenille bedspread-- then who am |, the person
who can renmenber it all so clearly? Was it ny bedroonf? For that matter, is it
still?

She sat down on Cecilia Burdett's headstone with a sigh of gratitude and
| ooked at her poor tired feet and narvel ed at her shoes. A wonan of her age
wearing tennis shoes. Though if she'd had to wal k about all over this grass in
a proper pair of shoes it would not have been easy. The sunshine was nice. She
could feel it right through the sl eeves of her sweater. A cloudl ess blue sky,
a friendly sun, the lawn yielding with each footstep, what could be nicer

It occurred to her to wonder, what if she were Cecilia Burdett? How
coul d she be sure she wasn't? What if this was heaven? Wth the beautiful
weat her and no one around, it was peaceful enough to qualify, and four
headst ones of f was a bouquet of her favorite flowers, daffodils. It mght not
be the heaven she'd been led to expect, but probably no one really knew what
heaven would be like, or God for that matter. Once, perhaps, she'd had clearer
i deas on the subject, the way she'd known whomto vote for, once, or howto
sight-read a piece of nusic, but all those clear things had gone blurry.

Usual ly that blurriness didn't bother her. It could even be pleasant. She
could settle for a heaven w thout trunpets and angels and everyone speaking in
Latin, a heaven that was just an increasing, agreeable blurriness with
everything slowy darkening until the stars began to be visible.

But what presunption. To suppose she was in heaven, w thout so much as a
stopover in purgatory, not to nention the worst and likeliest possibility. She
m ght not be able to renmenber her name but she could remenber her sins well
enough, and all the confessions that had been lies, because she _knew_ she'd
go right back to the sane sin, |like a Wight Watcher returning to sticky buns.
Even now, if she went to confession, could she nake a sincere act of
contrition? Once the tenptati on was gone, could you claimany credit for
resisting it? Assuming it was gone. At least of the birth control that was a
saf e assunption. But of hinf? Wien she reached for a nenmory of himit was
al ways of sone cheap nmotel roomor the backseat of a car. O a booth in a bar
wi th neon beer signs and his long white fingers playing with a cardboard
coaster advertising Hammis. She could remenber the fingers but not the face.
She coul d renenber the guilt but not the love that had made the guilt worth
beari ng.

A bl ack car, a very nice one, long and expensive-looking, glided into
vi ew and nmoved toward her with a sound of crunching gravel. It canme to a stop
like a boat butting up to a dock, and when the driver got out she could see,
even this far away, that he was a priest. It was al nost as though her guilt
had summoned him here. The priest lifted his right hand, greeting her or
bl essing her, she couldn't tell which. She waved back and then, |owering her
hand, felt the back of her head to be sure her hair was presentable.

When he'd cone near enough not to have to raise his voice, he said, "I
t hought | mght find you here.™

How to reply? He seened to know who she was, but she couldn't return the
conpliment, though there was sonething vaguely famliar about him Perhaps he
just had that kind of averagely good-|ooking face, |ess than a novie star
nore than a nobody. Musy brown hair with the part a little off center like
t he younger sort of TV personality. Well dressed, of course, but what priest
isn"t, really, in his uniformof black suit and Roman collar? The shoes,
however, struck a false note. They were sneakers disguised to | ook |Iike proper
shoes by being all black. A priest shouldn't be wearing sneakers, even bl ack



sneakers.

"Father," she said, "how nice to see you."

He stopped beside Al phonse Burdett's gravestone and gave her a peculiar
| ook, a mix of puzzled and peeved. "Mther," he said softly, "how nice to see
_you_."

She realized at once and with a keen sense of enbarrassnent that she'd
done it again, forgotten everything. But even with himthere before her
calling her his nmother, she didn't recognize him Her menory was as usel ess as
a dead |ightbul b.

"Are you all right?" he asked.

"Ch yes, I'mfine. It's such |ovely weather." Then, when he just stood
there with the sane perplexed snmile, she asked, "And how are you?"

"Wirried, actually. They called fromthe Home right after breakfast when
they realized you were mssing, but | was away fromthe rectory all norning.
So it wasn't until noon that | finally heard fromthem and then there was a
pari sh business neeting | had to be at."

"I"'mnot _missing_," she insisted, alittle resentfully. "I'"m _here_.

"No one knew that, Mother."

"Well, I knewit."
For no good reason she began to cry. The warnth of the tears on her
cheek was an actual confort. A luxury, like the sunlight and the snooth, mowed

[ awn. Maybe in heaven you would also cry a lot.

The priest took a small package of Kleenex fromthe inside breast pocket
of his suit, renpved a tissue, and offered it to her. It seened unpriestlike
to be giving someone a Kl eenex instead of a clean handkerchi ef. But she
accepted it and dabbed at each cheek, blotting up the tears, which
obedi ently, ceased to flow

"I don't know why | do that," she declared, forcing a smle

The odd thing was that she did know that she was prone to such outbursts
but that she didn't know a basic fact |ike her own nane. Coul dn't renenber,
even now, this nman who' d addressed her as his nother. A priest!

Did she have other children as well? A husband sonmewhere? She'd no idea.
Yet she knew she was a Catholic, as surely as she knew her own sex. She knew
she was ol d, but not how ol d; poor, but not how poor; educated, but not how
wel | . She coul d renmenber being in churches and school rooms and even hospitals,
but only abstractly. Their nanes, |like her own, had been erased, |ike nanes on
a bl ackboard, l|eaving just a smear of white chal k dust.

"Wwuld you like to go visit Dad's grave?" her son the priest asked her

She nade a joke of her own unknow ngness: "Your dad or m ne?" He bowed
his head and | owered his eyes and offered not the glimer of a smle. "M
own. "

"Sure, why not. Is it far? | mean, can we walk fromhere? |1'd prefer to
wal k. "

"It's not far," he said, and |l ed the way anong the markers, follow ng no
path but as sure of his direction as if he were wal ki ng through the roons of
his own house. They went by the graves of MARTIN 5WEI GER and his w fe
GERALDI NE; of SGT. JOHN KOSKI NEN, who'd died in 1944 at the age of twenty-two;
of ED WARD and PATRI CI A MANGAN; and of an entire SHEEHY fanmily who'd all died
on the sane day in the late seventies. She pointed out to the priest how each
of the markers had the sane date of death.

"Don't you wonder what happened?"” she asked, to which he only nodded.
"Probably a car accident," she theorized.

"Probably," he agreed.

She wondered if he knew what actually had happened to the Sheehys and if
he thought that she ought to, too. He must be irked by her forgetful ness.
After all, what people said about someone who had gone through some enornous
change was that his own nmother woul dn't recogni ze him

"Well, here we are," he said, taking up a sem prayerful position in
front of a wide, white, knee-high marker not far fromwhere the Sheehys were
buried. It was set up |like a double bed with the husband's nane on the left,



PAUL BRYCE, and his dates beneath:

FEB. 9, 1902

*

NOV. 23, 1949

On the left side of the marker the name of MARGARET BRYCE had al r eady
been incised in the marble, and a birthdate as well, MAY 14, 1919. Apparently
Margaret Bryce was not yet dead.

Apparently, _she_ was Margaret Bryce.

"Alittle premature, isn't it?" she remarked caustically.

The priest raised a questioning eyebrow.

"My name on the stone," she explained. "It seens a little overeager to
ne."

"Well, Mdther, it was your decision. Maybe it was a way of econom zi ng.
| wouldn't know. You didn't consult Petey or me at the tine."

"How _is_ Petey?" she asked, in a tone that dared himto doubt she knew
who Petey was. "What's he up to?"

The priest made a little grinmacing frown and then a gl ance that showed
that he knew what she was up to. "Petey's fine, | imagine. W' re not that
closely in touch, you know "

O course she didn't_ know, and he nust know she didn't, and so his
vagueness was deliberate. He was bei ng nean.

Wl |, she could be just as mnean.

"Father," she said, "I have to go to confession."

Al ready he | ooked enbarrassed, and she'd just got started. "Here?" he
sai d.

"We coul d scarcely have nore privacy, could we?"

"But don't you think. . . another priest. . . ?"

"It came to ne just now. The nenory."

He sighed. "As you please." He made a sign of the cross at her, and she
did the sanme, kneeling down on the grass. "There's no need to kneel," he told
her, but she stayed where she was, |ooking down at the fingernails of her
fol ded hands. They were painted the pink nearest their natural color. "Bl ess
me, Father, for | have sinned. | don't know when mny |ast confession was, but
this sin goes back to | ong before whenever that woul d have been."

"It's probably sonething you' ve confessed before now, Mdther. So there's
really no need--"

"No, I'msure | never spoke of it. It would have been too enbarrassing.
It has to do with him" She nodded curtly toward the white stone with the nane
of Paul Bryce on it. "You see, he's not your father. Not your real father."

"Mother, really, this is not appropriate behavior."

"Neither was his. That's what |'mtrying to explain."

"Mt her, get up off the ground."

"Fromthe first we never needed birth control. But you know what | used
to do? | used to confess that we did. 'Cause everyone else did. They
conpl ai ned about how it shouldn't be a sin, and they woul dn't have conpl ai ned
unl ess they were doing it, would they? So |I conpl ai ned, too. So they woul dn't
suspect the real situation. So, he was not your father. Your father was
someone else. That's nmy _true_ confession. | can't tell you _his_ nane. |
prom sed | never would. And what good would it do you to know now?"

"WIl you get up, Mbdther?"

"Have you absol ved nme?"

"You'll have to confess that sin to soneone else. | sinply don't believe
you. | think you made the whole thing up on the spot, out of spite. Forgive ne
if 1've m sjudged you."

"It's true that | forget a lot of things. And the fact is, | couldn't
tell you your real father's nane if you asked. But the man buried under that
stone is _not_ your father. _Mea maxima cul pa_."

He got his hand under her elbow and Iifted her up off her knees. "Well



t hank you for that, Mdther. And Happy Mdther's Day."

"Is it Mother's Day?" she asked, astonished.

"No," he said, pursing his lips. "And it's not April Fools' Day either
Now, let's go honme, shall we?"

O the four couples whom Fat her Cogling was preparing for the sacrament
of matrinmony, one had tel ephoned to the rectory an hour beforehand to announce
that they'd be unable to cone ("Darryl is tied up at work," Darryl's fiancée
had expl ai ned), and another sinmply hadn't shown up. So here he was in the
little meeting roompartitioned off fromthe parish hall, facing half the
nunber he' d addressed | ast week, when he'd instructed them on the subject of
birth control. It was no surprise to himthat Darryl, who was half Jew sh,
shoul d have chosen to be absent, for Darryl had been nmore inclined to score
debating points than to receive instruction, pleading for the use of
prophyl axis in various hypothetical situations and unable to grasp the sinple
idea that the only norally acceptable formof birth control is self-control
period. Darryl and his fiancée were coll ege graduates. -

When Fat her Cogling had been a seminarian at Etoile du Nord Sem nary on
Leech Lake in the forties, Archbishop Cushing of Boston had nmade an address to
the A Oin which he'd observed that not a single bishop or archbi shop of the
American hierarchy was the son of a college graduate. It was a source of
regret to Father Cogling that this could no | onger be said to be the case.
Col | ege education was one of those insidious features of nodern life that
seened to betoken progress but led, nore often than not, to doubt, the decay
of authority, and sin. This was so, sad to say, even of those who attended
Catholic universities. Even the senminaries, those that had survived, were not
proof against the corruptive tendency of a so-called |iberal education. Their
present condition was a sword in the side of the Virgin Mary.

Fat her Cogling had a particular veneration for the Holy Mther and
recited the rosary in her honor thrice daily. It was Mary who, by her nmercy
and chaste exanple, would restore the Church to spiritual health. Revelations
had been made by the Virgin through the Bl essed Josemaria Escriva de Bal aguer
bot h warni ngs and proni ses, which were not generally known and whi ch Fat her
Cogling was not at liberty to share, except with some few other initiated
soul s. Extraordinary things were to happen--niracl es, catastrophes, terrible
judgrments fromwhich there could be no reprieve without the Virgin's
i ntercession. Meanwhile, until those prophecies cane to be fulfilled, the rot
woul d go on, the fabric of the Faith would decay, heresy and indecency woul d
flourish, and the Madonna herself woul d be made an object of ridicule.

Though not in this parish, not here at St. Bernardine's, not while
WIlfrid Cogling could help it. He m ght not be the pastor any |longer, those
days were past, and perhaps it was just as well. As Father Pat kept pointing
out, he was entitled to enjoy the rewards of retirenment. And it wasn't as
t hough he were idle. He still said two Masses on Sunday, still heard
confessions, still attended as nmany parish events as Father Pat hinself, if
not nmore. The hard part had been surrendering the habit of authority and
deferring to judgnents he knew to be mistaken or illconsidered. He often
wondered if it would have been easier spending these years of semiretirenment
i n another parish than St. Bernardine's, but when he considered the other
priests he mght have had to deal with, he knew that God had been nerciful to
him Father Pat night be lax in sone doctrinal matters; he might err on the
side of novelty in his approach to the liturgy (altar girls, indeed!); but he
was sound in the things that counted. He didn't equivocate about abortion or
sins of unchastity or other matters. Father Cogling had no patience with those
priests--and they were no | onger exceptions to the rule, they had becone the



rul e--who sided with opinion poils against the Holy Father. Wre there opinion
polls in hell? Probably! And probably one hundred percent of the dammed were
of the opinion that they should be in heaven, and the results of the polls
were published every norning in hell's own newspaper and broadcast on TV, and
there were protest rallies organized by denmons, and | ong processions of the
dammed wai ling and singing "W Shall Overcone."

The two couples in attendance had arrived together, five mnutes |ate.
The younger girl, whose nanme was Alison Sanders, explained, "W waited outside
for the others, but then. . ." She sniled an apologetic smle and gl anced
si deways at her boyfriend.

He finished Alison's sentence for her. "They didn't cone. W figure they
must' ve got scared off."

"Sometines," Father Cogling observed, taking the joke in earnest, "our
second thoughts are wi ser than our first inpulses."” He renenbered now t hat
this one, with the dark Gable mustache and t he Spani sh-soundi ng surnane
(which he'd forgotten), was the smart al eck. Not an arguer, like the Jew who
hadn't come back, but a scoffer, a smiler, a knowit-all

"I mean to say," the priest went on, "that you may decide as a result of
these talks that marriage is _not_ the right path to take at this point in
your life. You rmay decide that it would be wi ser to achi eve nore financi al
security before you take on the responsibility of raising a famly. You may
find that you haven't prepared yourself spiritually for what will be the nopst
i mportant day in your life. These talks aren't |ike nodern high school s that
have to graduate every student who manages to sit through four years of
cl asses whether they've | earned anything in those classes or not."

The ot her coupl e nodded their heads in unison, assum ng an expression of
subm ssive attentiveness. The nman's nane was Robert Howel |, he'd been brought
up Catholic, and he was a rookie fireman in the suburb of Eden Prairie. The
worman' s name was Deni se, and she'd had no religious upbringing. "Though,"
she'd said at the last neeting, "I do believe in a Hi gher Power." She'd said
it in that confiding, sugary tone of voice that inplied she was doi ng God and
Fat her Cogling a favor. Father Cogling didn't |ike her, but he thought she
could eventually be converted and would make a suitable wife for Robert
Howel | .

"Before we begin," said Father Cogling, folding his hands and | owering
his eyes, "let us prepare our hearts with prayer."” He waited until the four of
them had al so assunmed an attitude of prayer and then pronpted: "CQur Father

O the lot of them only Alison Sanders articul ated the phrases of the
prayer in a crisp and audi bl e manner. She also, to her credit, dressed in a
manner both nodest and becomingly femnine, in a flowery dress that showed her
figure to advantage w thout being in any way too bold.

The sane coul d not be said of Denise, who had dressed for the occasion
in blue jeans, a Twins sweatshirt, and tennis shoes. Her fiancé, with his |long
hair and the gold chain around his neck and an earring in his left earl obe,
was actually the nore fem nine of the two. Father Cogling had been reproved by
hi s pastor on nore than one occasion for meking di sparagi ng remarks about the
fashi ons adopted by what Father Pat called "the youth culture.” As though
young people lived in a separate world with its own norms and custons. As
t hough they were Ubangis or Hottentots! But it was true, as Father Pat had
many times pointed out, that there was nothing inherently inmoral or indecent
in hair that touched one's collar or, for that matter, in an earring. Such
thi ngs were not decl arations of degeneracy, at |east not necessarily. So, as
reluctant as Father Cogling was to tolerate such fads and foi bles, he held his
peace. If firemen wanted to look like fairies, so be it. H s |lips were seal ed.

The prayer concluded, Father Cogling smled a wise, priestly smle and
made eye contact with each of the four young people in turn. Then, his eyes
still focused on Alison, he said, "W all nust be so grateful for our nothers.
I know |l am Not only for nmy earthly nother, who passed to her reward sone
time ago, God bl ess her, but even nmore the nother | share with all of you



here, and with"--he dipped his head reverently--"Jesus. Qur nother who is the
Queen of Heaven--the Virgin Mary."

Qut of the corner of his eye he saw Alison's fiancé making a
characteristic grimace, italicized by the thin |ine of his nustache. "That

presents you with sonme difficulty, M.. . . 2 I'msorry, my nmenory isn't what
it was."

"No problem" the boy said. "You can just call me Son."

" Son?"

"Yeah. | got to call you Father, right? So you can call me Son. Who

needs | ast nanes?"

"Well, Son," Father Cogling resumed inperturbably, "you seemto have
some difficulty with the idea of the Virgin Mary. Many Protestants do,

i ncluding some theologians. It is one of what they like to call the scandals
of our Faith."

"I'"'m happy to hear |I'mnot alone."

Ali son whi spered, "G eg, please."

Fat her Cogling raised his hand as though in benediction. "I prefer to
think of these matters as mysteries of the Faith. Mysteries in the sense of
puzzles that the rational mnd, unassisted by Faith, can never solve. The
Virgin Birth, for instance, is in sone ways a nore nysterious, or chall enging,
concept than Christ's conception in the Virgin's wonb."

"Excuse me, Father," Denise interrupted, "but | don't see the
di stinction."

"The distinction is that Mary remained_ a Virgin _after_ the birth of
the Christ child. In the Latin phrase, she is _Mater inviolata_ ."

"No shit," Greg marvel ed. He had the decency at once to bl ush.

Father Cogling smiled benignly. "It is amazing, is it not? It defies
comon sense. It is . . . mracul ous!"

"You nean," Denise asked, "that it was |like a cesarean section? He
wasn't delivered normally?"

"I ndeed: He was delivered supernaturally."

"You're saying," Geg put it as bluntly as possible, "her hymen wasn't
br oken. The baby cane out _through_ the hynen."

Fat her Cogl i ng nodded.

"That is weird. That is incredible."”

"Hey, come on, lay off it, will ya?" Robert Howell counseled. "G ve the
guy a chance."

"Ah, but Robert," Father Cogling insisted, "he's quite right. It _is_
incredible. Quite literally. Wthout faith it is sonmething one _could not
believe ."

"And you're saying," Geg insisted, "that for me and Alison to get
married in the Church | got to believe that?"

"No," said Father Cogling. "I'monly explaining what nost Catholics
bel i eve concerning the Virgin Mary. Not even all Catholics. No pope has ever
declared Mary's postnatal virginity an infallible truth. | think Pope John
Paul may do so: That has been ny prayer these nany years. But there _are_ sone
Cat holics who are skeptical in that regard.™

"So," Greg said, "it's like Ripley: Believe it or not."

Fat her Cogling glared at the young nman in silent renonstration before
answering, "You nmight say that."

"Thanks. | appreciate your generosity."

"Greg," urged Alison, "please."

Fat her Cogling waved away Alison's distress with a notion of his hand.
"The reason that | called the matter to your attention was to enphasize the
i nportance that the Church places on the matter of chastity.”

"Uh- huh," said Geg.

"Not only before marriage," Father Cogling went on, "but throughout
marriage." He paused, inviting an objection. Wen none was forthcom ng, he
continued: "Chastity not in the sense that you are to remain virgins after you
have been married--that privilege was reserved for Mary and Joseph--but,



rather, in the sense that the pursuit of hedonistic or sensual pleasure should
never be the object of the conjugal act. Procreation, rather, is the goal of
marital |ove."

This time it was not Greg who intruded on the priest's discourse but
Deni se, who, fromsitting and staring expressionlessly at her clasped hands,
suddenly burst out |aughing. A single convul sive snort of |aughter that she at
once did her best to stifle, but then there was a second snort, and then
[ aughter outright. "lI'msorry. I'mreverting to high school or sonething.
Excuse me a minute--" She stood up fromher chair. "lIs there a |lady's room
her e?"

Father Cogling smled primy. "Qutside and at the other end of the
hal | ."

As soon as Denise had left the room her fiancé got up and said, "Yeah
excuse me, too."

"So," said Greg brightly, when there was only hinmself and Alison and the
priest left in the room "you were telling us about the Virgin Mary and the
opportunity for chastity in marriage."

"I take it that chastity strikes you as sonehow ridicul ous," the priest
sai d, abandoning even a pretense of civility. It was clear to himthat this
young man bel onged to the new generation w thout any sexual conpunctions
what ever. Father Cogling had encountered others like himin this very room It
di stressed the priest to think that such a young man might receive the
sacrament of matrinony before the altar of St. Bernardine's. It distressed
him as well, to think that the boy would involve a decent Catholic girl in
his perdition. Indeed, it was likely that the process had al ready begun
Fat her Cogling knew all too well from his experience in the confessional how
rarely these days young wonen entered into matri nony wi thout having al ready
forfeited their virginity. What had once been the sinful exception was now the
damabl e rul e.

"Surely. Let us discuss chastity in marriage, as the subject interests
you. The patron saint of this parish, Saint Bernardine of Siena, actually had
some vivid things to say on just that topic. For instance, Saint Bernardine,
follow ng the Decree of Gratian, declared that while it is wicked for a man to
have intercourse with his own nmother, it is nuch worse to have _unnatural _
intercourse with his owmn wife. That's to say, any formof sex that leads to an
ej acul ati on outside the proper vessel."

"You mean, like a hand job?" Greg nmarvel ed.

"I'f by that you mean masturbation, yes, certainly.”

"You're telling me, Father, that if |I jerk off, that's worse than if |
fuck my mother."

"Greg! Please!"

"Sorry, honey. But | don't know the theol ogical terms for this sort of
stuff. And the Father here doesn't seemto mind nmy | anguage. The inportant
thing is we should understand each other, right, Father?"

Fat her Cogling nodded. "And to answer your question: Yes, masturbation
woul d be a nore heinous offense than incest, so long as that is conducted in a
natural manner."

"By natural you mean without using birth control ?"

Fat her Cogl i ng nodded.

"But if | used birth control while | had incest, _that_would be a whole
[ ot worse?"

Fat her Cogling nodded. He had used the teachings of Saint Bernardine
before to simlar effect. Bernardine of Siena confounded and scandalized
unbel i evers. Non-Cat holics were unaccustonmed to the rigorous exercise of logic
in matters of norality. "Well," Geg drawed, "I'd better be sure ny nother
knows about this."

But Denise had left the room and with her went the only audi ence for
hi s obscene hunor. Father Cogling | owered his eyes with conspi cuous nodesty
but not before he'd noticed, with satisfaction, that the young man's fiancée
| ooked stricken. Mxed marriages were al nost always a m stake. Perhaps this



young wonman might come to realize that, even at this late date, two weeks
short of the day appointed for her wedding. The gift of grace is unpredictable
and someti nes even inconvenient. Caterers nust be paid even when a wedding is
canceled. But it's a small price to pay when one's soul is at stake.

"The reason | bring up the teachings of Saint Bernardine," Father

Cogling resuned, after a suitable interval, "despite the fact that his nessage
is so. . . unfashionable, is because I know of no better way to inpress on
non- Cat holics the inportance we attach to the matter of birth control. It is

not a foible, or a pious fable, or a noral option that m ght be changed in the
course of tine, the way Catholics once had to abstain fromeating neat on
Friday but now are under no such obligation. W are absolutely opposed to
artificial nethods of birth control, and as the husband of a Catholic wonan,
you must make a sol emm and unconditional conmtment to observe that

prohi bition in the conduct of your own married life."

"You got it, Father," Geg said. "As solem as you like." He stared at
the priest with naked hostility.

At that noment there was a providential knock on the door. It was
Robert, announcing a phone call for Father Cogling on the pay phone in the
mai n hall. Father Cogling excused hinmself to Greg and Alison and went to the
phone.

"Hello," he said into the receiver.

"Wlfrid, 1'mglad you're there." It was Father Pat, the pastor of St.
Ber nar di ne' s.

"Pat--how is your nother? Did you _find_ her?"

"She was out at the cenetery, as we thought she nmight be. She was in
fine spirits, considering."

"And.. . nentally?"

"Al zheiner's is a one-way street, WIfrid. Her nenory al ways gets worse,
there's no i nprovenment to be expected in that area."

"But we can pray."

"And that's about all we can do. In any case, that's not why | called.
Wiy | called is tw separate things. First, | wi sh you woul d speak to your
friend, M. Ober. He's got hold of a list of the nenmbers of Agnus Dei and has
been phoning them systematically in a tone that was described to ne as
nmenacing. | realize some people think Gerhardt sounds menaci ng when he says
hell o. I've spoken to himbefore, but he doesn't seemto listen to me. He nods
his head and says 'Yes, Father,' and then he's right back to the sanme tricks.
Maybe he'll listen to you. | know he's zeal ous, but isn't it enough for himto
be involved in setting up the maternity center? He nust |earn discretion."

"I"ll talk to him" Father Cogling prom sed. "Though | doubt it will do
much good. Gerhardt's a little |like your nother. As you point out, he nods his
head and then goes off and does just what he wants to anyhow. Wat's the other
t hi ng?"

"I"d like you to be on duty for me tonight. Something cane up that |
have to tend to."

"Tonight is the Rosary Society?" He didn't wait for an answer. It was
Wednesday, which was when the Rosary Society net. "Fine, I'll be there."

"You don't need to be at the whole neeting. Just show your face and eat
a cookie or two."

"Anything else? | should be getting back to ny couples before they start
the Reformation all over again.”

"They're being difficult?"

"Nothing | can't handle."

"I"'msure of that, WIfrid. Well, thank you." He hung up

"You're wel come,"” Father Cogling replied dryly. "And enjoy your night

out .



After he'd exited 694, Father Bryce drove to the far corner of the first
| arge parking lot he cane to. The lot served a mini-mall that housed a |iquor
store, a gun shop, a Chinese takeout, a carpet factory outlet, and two
bankrupt busi nesses, one that still featured a sign in its w ndow

WATERBEDS
50% OFF
LAST DAYS

It was already dark at seven-thirty, and only the liquor store and the
Chi nese takeout were still open

He'd left the rectory in nmufti--tan dress slacks, a plaid sport shirt,
sneakers--but even so he felt exposed and identifiable. If not as a priest,
then as someone belonging to that part of the world where priests and what
they stand for are a consideration. He found hinmself w shing the basic w sh of
hi s adol escence: that he could inhabit another body entirely, one that was
| arger and stronger and hairier, a body in which he could feel authentically
mascul i ne. The kind of body he had all through his I[ife lusted to possess--not
as a |l over woul d possess his beloved in his enbrace, but as a demon possesses,
i nhabi ti ng anot her body, taking it over and evicting the prior tenant. Could
there be a nore hopel ess desire? a nore m sgui ded paraphilia, or any sillier?
And yet how many others there were stuck in the same daydream flies in honey.
It seened at tinmes the essence of hompbsexuality. Please, sir, would you be ny
mrror?

But no, that side of his character was nore likely the result of having
grown up as a twin, rather than of his being queer. Petey and Paddy, they nake
our hearts go pitty-patty. Karen O sen had made up that jingle in the third
grade, and it had followed the Bryce twins all the way through sophonore year
at Ramsay High, at which point Patrick and Peter had escaped the daily psychic
torsion of twi ndom by taking diverging paths to their disparate
futures--Patrick to Etoile du Nord Seminary, Petey to a juvenile correction
facility in Anoka. If they couldn't be identical, then they' d be opposites.
Still the same symetry.

Qut of the Adidas bag on the seat beside him Father Bryce took a small
jewel ry case covered with synthetic velvet, which had contai ned, sone
Christmases ago, a silver crucifix and chain. Now it held his nustache and a
bottle of gumarabic. Twisting the rearview mrror aside to help, he dabbed
the stickumonto his upper lip and deftly positioned the fal se nustache. Then
he waited for the gumarabic to dry. In the mrror the nustache | ooked ful
and fierce and not quite his own, a nustache soneone el se had grown (Petey
per haps?) and he'd adopted, w thout maeking all owance for the contours of his
upper lip (smles were dangerous, grins inpossible) or the nore neager
character of his other visible hair. Yet that was often the way with rea
nmust aches, he'd been assured by the barber in Chicago from whom he'd bought
the thing. And it was only natural that _he would think it | ooked bogus,
since he knew it was. But strangers who didn't know himwouldn't think to
qguestion the authenticity of his rmustache. They woul d only think, what a
show of fy mustache, and, with the addition of sunglasses and a baseball cap
t he nmustache would be all they would notice. He would be invisible behind it.

At | east that was the theory, and his hope.

He debated whet her he should allow hinmself a drink. Not now, certainly,
with the further drive ahead of him Al cohol had begun to affect him
erratically. Twice he'd escaped DW citations by virtue of his Roman coll ar
Toni ght of all nights he dare not take that risk

So, with a sense of steely resolution, he ignored the del ectabl e orange
neon of LI QUCORS and returned to 694, then followed it east through Fridley and
New Brighton until it swung south proper and metanorphosed into 35E. Just
bef ore the hi ghway crossed into St. Paul proper, he exited again onto Little



Canada Road. And there in another bankrupt-looking mni-mall, as per his
directions, was the tattoo parlor--Knightriders Kustom Ink--the only business
with its windows still lighted. A single large Harley stood heraldically on

t he asphalt before the window The |ot was otherw se enpty.

He couldn't believe that it had actually cone to this, that he was
submitting to such an outrageous demand. But what was the alternative? Prison
Even if he ran away to sone other state, gave up the priesthood and tried to
hi de behind an alias and a fal se nustache, eventually he would be hunted down
and brought to trial. They had their hook in himup through his butt and into
his gut, and no anmount of wiggling could help. It was this or prison or
sui cide, and he'd had three weeks in which to prove to hinself that he didn't
have the nerve to kill hinself. He'd gone so far as to read _Final Exit_, and
he'd had a supply of the requisite pills for the last three years, ever since
he'd cl eaned out his nother's mnedicine cabinet after she'd been taken to the
Home. So it would not have required much in the way of physical courage. But
what it required he | acked.

Did he then, secretly, deep down, still believe in hell? Was that what
stopped hin? Hell and its associ ated denonol ogi es had been the first part of
his faith to go, first fading into sonething vague and synbolic, the hel
bel oved by the nore liberal interpreters of Dante, and then sinply
di sappearing into the msts of a nore and nore nythol ogical afterlife. By the
time of his ordination he had reached a tacit understanding with his confessor
that all beliefs of a pictorial or narrative nature were equally idol atrous,
gol den cal ves at whose devotions priests performrituals for the benefit of
those unable to face the dark truths shared by those initiated to secrets of
the inner tenple: that the tabernacle is enpty and God an eternal
i nappr ehensi bl e Absence. A cloud in a sky that is everywhere cloudy. He was in
no hurry to get there.

The tinme has conme, he told hinself, it has to be done. But at the |ast
nmonent before | eaving the car he decided that it mght be prudent to deposit
his billfold and wistwatch in the glove conpartnent. Wen he opened the gl ove
conpartnent he realized it wasn't the dictates of prudence he was respondi ng
to but his addiction. For there, where he had no nenory of having left it, was
a nearly full pint bottle of Jack Daniel's. So nmuch for his good intentions of
only twenty m nutes ago.

He uncapped the bottle and took one siow, grateful swallow The bourbon
wor ked its usual mmgic at once. The inpossible suddenly was possible, the
undoabl e on its way to being done. He transferred billfold and wistwatch to
the gl ove conpartnent, and after the benediction of another, slower,
better-savored sip of whiskey, he got out of the car and tucked the bottle in
hi s back pocket.

He checked to see that the car doors were | ocked and the wi ndows rolled
tight. He checked to see that his mustache was in place. He even brushed his
Adamis apple with his fingertips to be sure he was not wearing his collar, a
gesture that had becone senmiautomatic in situations when he was off his
clerical |eash.

The interior of the tattoo parlor, visible through the front w ndow,
fairly vibrated with excess of fluorescence, the way sone supermarkets do. Its
furni shings were as nminimal as those of any church basenment. Fol ding chairs
along the walls and a single threadbare couch. One end table stacked with
magazi nes. Sone free-standing ashtrays. Nothing to distract fromthe franed
sanmples of the tattooist's work that covered the walls from knee | evel al npst
to the ceiling. The effect was |ike wall paper--if hell were to have wal | paper

Then, as though summoned, the tattooist appeared through a door at the
back of the shop. He seened about Father Bryce's own age, with the usua
abrasi ons and scuff marks of mddl e age--receding hair, a small potbelly, a
scruffy beard irregularly tufted with gray. Readi ng gl asses hung pendantli ke
across his chest froman elastic band. As he approached the front door, he
wal ked with a pronounced linp. No vision of macho glory, certainly, and no
visible tattoos, for he was wearing a plaid flannel shirt that covered his



arms to his wists.

The tattooist's eyes nmet Father Bryce's through the shop wi ndow. He
paused a noment with a questioning | ook, and then, as though the question had
been answered, he sniled, exposing the decayed stunps of his incisors. He
opened the door and thrust out his head. "You the guy called about the custom
desi gn?"

Fat her Bryce nodded.

"Ckay! | got your noney order, the stencil's done, and we're ready to
roll. 1'Il just switch this sign around"--he flipped over the OPEN sign on the
door so that it read CLOS5ED--"to guarantee ourselves sone privacy. Funny, you
didn't knock or anything, but | had a feeling you was out here. Cone on in."

He could still say no, he thought, even as he stepped across the
threshold into the shop's pulsing fluorescent glare. He was under no physica
conpul sion. His will was still his own.

The tattooist turned the bolt that | ocked the door, then held out his
hand to be shaken. "Wl f."

It took Father Bryce a nonent to recogni ze what the man had said as an
i ntroduction. "Wl f," he repeated, taking his hand. "d ad to neet you."

Wl f maintained his grip on Father Bryce's hand, waiting to be offered a
name in return

"I'"'m Danon, " Father Bryce said.

"Danon the Denmon," the tattooist said with a snmile revealing nore of his
dental problems. Instead of releasing his hand, WIf tightened his grip. "You
cane to the right joint for your ink, bro. Hail fuckin' Satan."

"Right," said Father Bryce weakly. Then, thinking, Wwen in Rone, he made
a nore conplete surrender. "Hail fucking Satan."

“I'"ll tell you sonething, Danon," Wl f said, letting go. "I consider it
a privilege to be putting this design on you. A fuckin' privilege. Mst guys
cone in here, they | ook around for maybe an hour at the flash on the walls,
and they bullshit with each other and ask prices on designs you know t hey are
never going to go for, the really heavy biker shit, and at last if they don't
just wal k out the door with ' Maybe next payday,' they get a scroll with the
nane of their fuckin' girlfriend, or 'Mdther,' or what | do the nost of for
some reason, a panther-and-snake, |ike these here."

He tapped a finger on a franed panel bolted to the door at the back of
the shop. Beneath the cl ouded plastic was an assortment of crudely drawn
pant hers, some by thenselves, sone in contention with | arge snakes, all in the
same heral di c pose, the panther rearing up, a snarling head in profile facing
right, forelegs lifted and the right leg flexed, as though the creature were
climbing the flesh on which it was tattooed, from which each claw extracted
its own distinct drop of bl ood.

"Don't get me wong. This is a good basic design. It says sonething. And
we all got to start sonewhere. But the kind of work you're tal king about, man,
that is a once-in-a-lifetinme opportunity.”

Wl f opened the door blazoned with the ranpant panthers. "We'll be in
here." He waited for Father Bryce to enter

He felt like a prisoner being shown, for the first time, to the cell he
is to occupy for the rest of his life. It was about the size of his own
bedroom at the rectory, sone fourteen feet square and wi ndow ess. \Where his
bed woul d have been was an ol d-fashi oned barber chair of white porcelain and
shredded bl ack | eather, which was flanked on both sides by a shallow white
Formi ca counter, with shelves above it, that held the inplenents of the
tattooist's trade. An oversize lightbulb in a netal cone was suspended above
the chair.

"You can hang your stuff over there,
coatrack with a black cowboy hat on it.

Fat her Bryce nodded and began unbuttoning his shirt, first at the cuffs,
then down fromthe neck. There were no hangers, so he hung the shirt right on
t he hook. Then he pulled his T-shirt up over his head, taking care not to
di sturb his nmustache, and stood before the tattooist bare to his waist.

the tattooist said, pointing to a



"You'll want to take your pants off, too," the tattooist said as he
started snugging his right hand into a surgical glove. "W'Ill start off by
| ayi ng out the whol e design. Fromcrotch to clavicle." He tapped the top of
his shoulder. "That's this bone here."

Before he took off his pants, Father Bryce renoved the bottle of Jack
Daniel's from his back pocket.

"You cane prepared, | see," WIf observed. "Better go easy at first.
Sonme guys got no problemdrinking and inking, others puke their guts out. If
you're used to the booze on like a daily basis, you probably won't have any
problem Myself, | got to stay away fromthe stuff. Nobody wants to get
tattooed by a drunk, right?"

Fat her Bryce nodded. He uncapped the bottle, drank fromit, and screwed
the cap back on. He unbuckled his belt, but then it was as though he were
thirteen again, in the | ocker roomof Ramsay H gh School, having to undress
for the first time in his life in front of strangers. He felt a warmth of
enbarrassnent suffuse his face. He unsnapped the snap at the wai stband and
pul | ed down the zipper, and then he stood there hol ding up the pants, bl ushing
and paral yzed by shane.

"Hey, pal, if you got a hard-on, don't sweat it. I'Il tell you a trade
secret. Mst guys got boners while they're getting inked, the ones that ain't
creaming in their pants. It don't nean you' re a faggot or anything like that.
It's just your body's natural response to the needl e, know what | mean? It's

i ke when you hang soneone, the guy comes. | guess it's sort of |like you get
one | ast chance."
"No, it's not that. | just didn't'know what. . . The bottle . . ." He

handed the bottle to WIf, who put it on the countertop. He got his pants off
and hung them on the hook beneath his shirt. As though WIf's words had been a
snake charmer's tune coaxing a cobra fromits basket, Father Bryce found
hi nsel f getting an erection, along with the related synptonms--a dry nmouth, a
hol | owness in his chest, a tightness about the tenples and around to the back
of his neck.

"Come over here," said WIf. "I want to show you the design. You're
gonna like this."

He spread open a tattered tabl oi d newspaper on the counter, the _Wekly
Wrld News_ for April 7, 1992. The headline announced, in twoinch-high
letters:

SATAN
ESCAPES
FROM HELL

A snmal | er boxed subheadl i ne expl ai ned how this was done:

13 Al askan oil rig workers killed
when the Devil roars out of well

In evidence of this event there was a photograph: In a typical oil field
| andscape with tanks and drilling rigs, one of the rigs was spouting flanes
whi ch rose to becone a gigantic roiling cloud of snoke, the billows of which
formed an unni stakabl e snarling face, with fanglike teeth and a beaky nose and
white, pupilless eyes.

"Here's what you sent nme," said the tattooist, "and |'ve got to say it
is a pretty un-fuckin'-believable photograph. Like you said on the phone, if
it's a fake it's a real professional job. And here"--he rolled out a scroll of

white paper--"is the design | worked out. There's no horns on the face in the
photo, but | figured it's Satan so you'd want horns. The horns'l| spread out
fromjust above your tits to your shoul der bl ades, and Satan's chin'll be
about three inches above your navel. It's a serious piece of work. | figure

the face'll be all blackwork, pretty rmuch like in the photo, but the flames



around it can be different colors, nostly red, but sonme blue and yell ow.
Basically it'll be like the Technicol or version of the photo, except down
bel ow where you' ve got the guy on the horse with the torch. | made hima
Vi ki ng type, but that could be changed. | could do an Indian, or a Mngo
warrior, or a stormtrooper, all depending. So--what do you think?"

"It's really. . . big."

"For sure. | figure it'll take about ten hours, but we can get the basic
outline on tonight if you can hang on for two hours or so. You like the
hor seman okay? Hi s mustache is kind of like yours, did you notice that? Tal k
about strange coincidences. | mean, till just now | never saw your face."

"I like the whole thing," Father Bryce assured him

"I should al so point out, down here on the left, under the pile of
skulls, | signed it--"Knightrider.' That wasn't in your specs, but a piece on
this scale, 1'd like to signit."

"That's fine. So, should we get started? You want ne in tbe chair?"

"Yeah, but first, why don't we go over and stand by the sink and I|']l
zap off your hair there so it doesn't get all over the place. You're a pretty
hairy guy."

"Zap off nmy hair?" Father Bryce repeated with di smay.

"Your body hair, where the tattoo goes. You got to be snmooth if I'm
going to tattoo you, right?"

“Uh- huh."

"You hadn't thought of that? It's funny, a lot of guys don't. |'ve had
some guys decide to get a tattoo on their biceps when they were thinking of
getting it on their forearm just 'cause they didn't like the idea of shaving
off the hair. Anyhow, with a piece like this you'll probably