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The thing on the blind side of the heart,
 On the wrong side of the door,

The green plant groweth, menacing
 Almighty lovers in the spring;

There is always a forgotten thing,
 And love is not secure.

—G. K. Chesterton




The mind of man is capable of anything—because everything is in it.

—Joseph Conrad
 The Heart of Darkness
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Prologue




It’s been three years. It’s time I should tell my side. After all, I knew Father as well as any, and a damn sight better than most of those birds who were so quick to condemn him. What did they know? What? I was there. I worked for the man going on eighteen years. Lived under the same roof. Made his meals and washed his clothes. Kept his house. Nursed him when he was feeling poorly. Eighteen years. That has to count for something. You know a thing or two about a person after that long. The man behind the collar. How he liked his eggs or the way he preferred his shirts to be ironed. The tang of his body after he went for his morning run. The way he was fond of joking with you. How he’d get these bad headaches, or the way he could fly off the handle sometimes. Mostly what I knew him to be was a decent man, gentle and compassionate: reassuring some girl who’d found herself pregnant and was afraid to tell her parents, or sitting by the bedside and holding the hand of a sick person till morning. Or how, after giving somebody the last rites, the way his light-blue eyes would take on that knife-edged faraway look, the pain etched on his face, that sad, lovely face of his. Or like when we heard about that poor boy’s death, the way he’d cried like a baby. Just like a baby, he did. I was there. I saw that, too. Can any of them say as much?

And yet, what I probably know better than any is how much I didn’t know, how much about the man was a mystery even to me. Even now. Still waters run deep they say, and with Father you surely couldn’t see bottom. Aye, that too I knew about him.
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1




As good a place as any to begin might be those Tuesdays. Right smack in the middle of Father’s troubles. You might say it was like being in the eye of the storm. Behind us everything raging, ahead we could only guess what waited, but right there, a kind of quiet sanctuary, at least for an hour each week. On Tuesday, which has always been my day off, I’d get in my car and head down to visit Father Jack. Not every week, mind you, seeing as I had my responsibilities, but as often as I was able. I’d try to slip out of the rectory before half nine as Father Martin got back from early Mass then. By rights, it was my day off and none of his concern what I did on my own time. Still and all, I liked to be gone while he was over to the church. Otherwise, he’d give me some last-minute chore to do, some errand he wanted me to run, or at the very least, one of those censuring looks of his when he knew I was going to see his predecessor, almost as if to remind me who paid my wages now. Truth is, I never liked the man, though maybe I never gave him a fair shake.

It wasn’t easy making those trips, especially for someone like myself who didn’t learn to drive till she was nearly thirty—you know what they say about old dogs and new tricks. A half hour over the mountains just to get to the highway, then another hour down to the city. All the while worrying about bad weather, which you’d think twenty-five years in this cold, godforsaken New England would’ve cured me of. The worst of it came when I got there though: seeing Father like that, in that bloody, stinkin’ place.

I used to bring him things to eat, home-baked treats to put some meat on him. Soda bread, scones with creamy icing, Irish whiskey cake from a recipe of my mother’s. But he especially liked my zucchini bread. I grew the squash myself in a small garden behind the rectory. I’d make a dozen loaves and put them away in the freezer. On cold winter evenings, I used to warm a piece and serve it to him with some butter and a cup of tea while he worked in his study. He loved it. And though it wasn’t the sort of topic to talk about in polite company, Father had always had problems moving his bowels and the zucchini kept him regular as the mail.

I was in the habit of stopping at a store and picking him up a few items—toiletries and mints and suchlike. And I’d bring him some clean socks and underwear I’d dug out of boxes Father Martin had had removed to the basement. Father Jack’s underwear always used to be upstairs, in the second drawer of his bureau, where Father Martin’s clothes were now: T-shirts on the left side, underwear on the right, dividing them, his socks, everything folded and neat as a pin. Sometimes I’d even sneak Father some parish stationery to write on, despite the fact he was forbidden to use it, per order of Monsignor Payne (Old Payne-in-the-arse, Father used to call him). But what would it hurt, a little paper to write on? Did they begrudge him that? Not that Father was much on writing letters, mind you.

And since Father had always been a great one for the books, I’d bring him things to read, too. You only had to hear him talk to know he was a person of great learning. Always with his nose in a book, that was Father for you. Many’s the night he’d fall asleep in his study with a volume across his chest, his reading glasses resting on his nose. On my previous visit he’d give me a list of titles to pick up from his library, which also was stored in boxes in the basement, though I never let on to him, didn’t see any cause to. I’d have to go hunting through box after box looking for things like The Golden Legend or Borromeo’s Instructions for the Building of Churches, perhaps Augustine’s Confessions or the Summa Theologica—in Latin no less! If he didn’t tell me what to bring, I might pick him up a sporting magazine. Not quite the heady fare he was used to, but something to occupy himself. Besides, Father had always taken a lively interest in sports. He used to follow the Red Sox and the Celtics. From what I understand, he’d been quite a basketball player in college, and you’d often find him playing a pickup game with some of the lads out in the driveway. He’d been an avid golfer, too. In the old days, himself and Father Duncan and Pete Beaupre, close friends both, would play over at the country club. The old days indeed. Seems like a million years ago.

But I’m straying, which you’ll notice I have a bad habit of doing. Anyway, on this particular Tuesday, I parked my Toyota and started walking across the lot. It was a cold and disagreeable morning, overcast and gray, with a raw March wind that cut you to the quick. It hinted at snow, and I was already worrying about the ride home. I had to hold my bandanna tight about my neck. As I approached the visitors’ entrance, my eye caught, as it always seemed to, the large green sign to the right of the gate: HOLDEN COUNTY HOUSE OF CORRECTIONS. It never failed to send a tremor scooting up the back of my neck. Each time, it took a deliberate stiffening of the muscles in my lower back to go in. And once inside, there’d be that terrible odor I’d grown to know all too well: the sour stench of feet and sweat, of urine and shite and vomit, of bodies packed too close together. The smell of lost souls is the way it always struck me, like I was entering hell itself. It was an ugly, foul, depressing place, I don’t mind saying. Yet I had only to stomach it an hour a week. I couldn’t but wonder how Father, with his upbringing, endured it all the time. For, you see, he was not so much of a delicate constitution, I wouldn’t put it that way. But there was no mistaking the fact he came from some money. What my mum, rest her soul, used to call lace-curtain Irish. A refined and cultured gentleman, one used to the finer things, such as listening to Mozart while he sipped his brandy of an evening. One used to his privacy and his quiet, to having things a certain way. I couldn’t imagine what that place must have been like for someone of Father’s temperament. I didn’t allow myself to think much about it.

It’s nothing like you’d imagine—prison. Forget about the movies showing the guards with their tommy guns and some fellow clanking his cup against the bars and all that rubbish. No sir. Everything was quite modern, quite up-to-date, with lots of glass and television cameras and brightly painted signs telling you what to do and how to behave (NO SMOKING, NO METAL OBJECTS, NO CONTRABAND)—all of which only served to make it that much more depressing. The room where the visitors sat would remind you a bit of a hospital waiting room, only bigger. It faced a glassed-in guard station where uniformed men were looking at television monitors and working switches that opened various doors. They had themselves a system. You reported to the window and then took a seat until your name was called over an intercom. When called, you had to go over and sign in and empty your pockets and allow your belongings to be searched by a guard. After that you had to walk through a metal detector, to make sure you weren’t smuggling in a hacksaw or a gun, which, I’d heard, had actually happened on one occasion. Then, along with eight or ten other souls, you were herded like cattle into a cramped room no bigger than a large closet. I hated that part the most, as I have never been fond of tight places. I get claustrophobic. None too soon a buzzer would go off and a door opposite finally clanged open, and you were allowed to pass on down a corridor to another room where visitors met with their loved ones. All the while that smell kept getting worse, making you sick to your stomach.

But first, you had to take a seat and wait your turn. Sometimes you waited an hour, or even two, depending on how crowded it was and what sort of mood the guards happened to be in. I’d been coming here for well over a year, and I recognized a few of the Tuesday crowd. There was the heavyset Hispanic woman, Mrs. Ortiz; the gray-bearded black gentleman named Mr. Murphy, who came to see his grandson; the young, pregnant black girl, who sat with her eyes closed and listened to something on her headphones; and the others, mostly black or Hispanic, and mostly women, too, I noticed, some hardly more than girls, who passed the time watching the television in the corner as their kids ran about the room, some of the wee little ones being suckled at a mother’s breast or sprawled asleep in a chair. It broke your heart to see all the children there. It wasn’t a place for children.

One child I sometimes saw made me think of my Eion. Don’t ask me why. He didn’t look a thing like him, my son having been quite fair with strawberry-blond hair like his father’s. While this little fellow had bronze skin and curly dark hair, eyes black as pitch. Perhaps it was a certain boldness in his gaze. Spunk, you could call it. This boy would come right up and stare at you the way my son used to, not shy in the least.


“What’s your name?” he’d asked me one time.

“Maggie Quinn,” I’d replied. “And yours?”

“Jesus Alvarez,” he’d declared.

“Well, what do you know about that!” From my coat pocket I’d taken out the rosary beads with the small crucifix. I pointed at the tiny Jesus and said, “Jesus,” pronouncing it as he had with an h. He nodded, smiling proudly.

“And how old are you, Jesus Alvarez?”

“I’m gonna be five,” he said, holding up five fingers.

“Aren’t we the big boy.”

“How old are you?”

I laughed. “It’s not polite to ask a woman of my years her age.”

I like kids. Always have. If things had worked out different, I’d probably have had half a dozen. I’d be big as a house and no doubt right then I’d be sitting with Annie Harrigan in her kitchen, sipping tea and munching on scones, and going on about our kids. But things work out the way they do and that’s that. When I visited the prison, I would try to remember to bring some sweets in my pocketbook so I’d have something to give Jesus. He liked Skittles especially. I looked around for him today, but the room was crowded and I couldn’t make him out.

There was no place to sit so I was going to grab a section of wall to lean against when I happened to catch Mr. Murphy waving a hand at me.

“Saved you a seat, Miz Quinn,” he said to me. “Figured you’d be here. Don’t you look nice, all dressed up.”

“Just some old things,” I said. “But thank you all the same.”

We’d chatted on occasion, this Mr. Murphy and myself. A decent sort. He must’ve come right from work, as he always wore the same soiled blue uniform with his name stitched over the breast pocket. He often shared his newspaper with me. Once when he had a button come off his shirtsleeve, I reached in my pocketbook and took out a needle and thread, which I always keep handy, and sewed it on for him in no time. He was so grateful.

“Sure is a cold one out there,” he said.

“Aye, that it is, Mr. Murphy,” I replied. “Thought as we might get a bit of snow on the way down.”


“It feels like snow,” he said. “Do you get much snow where you’re from?”

“Indeed, we do. I’m way up north. Near the Vermont line.”

“No, I meant where you come from. You got an accent.”

“Och,” I said, sometimes forgetting I had one. “I’m from Ireland originally. County Galway. No, we don’t get much in the way of snow.”

“With a name like Murphy, I must be Irish, too,” he said with a wink.

“I’ve heard of black Irish before, Mr. Murphy, but you certainly take the cake,” I joked right back. We both of us chuckled at that. “Well, they say everybody’s got a wee bit of the Irish in ’em around St. Paddy’s Day.”

Which, as it happened, was only a week away. In years past I’d have been home getting things ready—cooking up a storm, making potato and leek soup, colcannon, corned beef and cabbage, cupcakes with green frosting, hanging shamrocks and leprechauns about the rectory, and cleaning like a house afire. Father used to have a little shindig, invite some people from the parish, some old friends of his. Afterward, he would play the piano and we’d sing all the old ballads. He’d insist I do “She Lived Beside the Anner” or “The Rose of Tralee.” Used to say it wasn’t St. Paddy’s Day unless Margaret sang something, and I’d turn five shades of red because the truth is I can’t carry a tune to save my life. Still and all, I’d give it a go. Somebody would say we’d missed our calling, should’ve gone into show business. Jack Devlin on piano and Maggie Quinn on vocals, they’d joke. We had some times, all right.

“What’d you bake your father today?” Mr. Murphy asked, glancing down at my bag.

“A zucchini bread. Can I interest you in a piece, Mr. Murphy?”

“No, thanks. You keep it for him.”

I guess I ought to explain. On some previous visit to the prison, when Mr. Murphy asked me who I was seeing, I must’ve replied with “father” or perhaps “the father,” something to that effect. I surely didn’t say “my father,” which would have been a boldface lie seeing as my own da passed on when I was ten. But it was also true, I must confess, that I didn’t correct what I suspected—and perhaps secretly hoped—he’d think: that the father meant my father, not a priest. I told myself it was just to protect Father Jack. After all, hadn’t Mr. Leo, his attorney, had him transferred down here for his own protection, where fewer people might know him and have a grudge against him? Threats had been made against his life, and they did keep him mostly isolated from the other prisoners for his own safety. The fewer knew he was here the better, was my thinking. So that part was true enough. But not the whole of it. You see, my letting Mr. Murphy think it was my father had less to do with Father Jack’s welfare and more perhaps to do with my own. I figured Mr. Murphy might have seen the “Father Devlin” case in the news, and if he knew why I was there, it would have changed things, made it awkward between us, as it often did when people found out. Take, for instance, Mrs. Griffiths. She was the woman I started going to over in Montville to have my hair done. We were jabbering away once, friendly as could be, and I let slip something about Father Jack. Well, you should’ve seen the look on her face. Like I’d spit on her mother’s grave or something. So the fact of the matter is I didn’t go out of my way to let it be known who I was seeing.

The guards knew, of course. There was no fooling them. I could see it in the way they looked at me. I’d catch them trading glances or whispering on the sly. “See her,” I could picture them saying to one another. “That one’s here for the priest.” Or, “She’s the one testified for him.” Yet for all I cared, the whole stinking lot of them could go jump in the lake. They were a mean, low-down class of men, rude and disrespectful, seeming to take pleasure in the suffering not only of their charges but of those of us who came to see them. They would stare down their noses at us and give us dirty looks and take their sweet-arse time letting us in. Like we’d committed a crime. Some weren’t half bad though. One fellow named Officer Kozlowski, during Lent, handed me some palm leaves for Father’s cell. “Give these to Father,” he said.

“He’s a lucky man got you for a daughter,” Mr. Murphy continued. “What pod’s he in? Maybe he knows my Junior.”

Junior was his grandson, “in for,” in the parlance of the waiting room, stealing cars. When the subject once came up I told Mr. Murphy that “father” was in for fraud. What was I supposed to say?

“Pod three,” I replied. Father lived in a pod now. It made me think of a pea pod, one that might split open and out Father would fall to freedom. His was near the prison chapel where he assisted the chaplain. He wasn’t permitted to say Mass, of course, could only help him by sweeping and cleaning up, ironically what Stanley Derenzy used to do for Father. Not wanting to pursue this line of conversation, I said, “Would you excuse me. I have to use the ladies’ room.”

“I’ll watch your things,” he said. “If they call your name, I’ll tell ’em where you’re at so you don’t lose your place.”

The bathroom was usually filled with chatty young girls primping in front of the mirrors, like they were going on a date instead of visiting criminals. But this day, thankfully, I had the room to myself.

I looked in the mirror. I removed my bandanna and ran a brush through my short, copper-colored hair. It used to be a fiery red, and I let it grow halfway down my back, but now it’s the dull color of an old penny that has passed through many hands. I put some fresh lipstick on, dabbed a bit of Estée Lauder behind my ears, hoping to get the best of that prison stink. Then I got out my compact and had a go at covering the damage the years had done. All things considered, I’m still not a bad-looking woman, for all the good that fact has done me in my life. Though there’s no mistaking it’s the face of someone overly fond of her drink, mine has good lines, strong bones, which as anybody knows will serve you over the long haul. I got my looks from my mum, a handsome woman despite her not being well.

This day I had on my red pantsuit. My “courtroom threads,” I called them, for it’s what I wore when I took the witness stand. While neither loud nor gaudy, the pantsuit nonetheless showed my figure to advantage, still a size seven. And instead of the usual sneakers I wear when cleaning house, I had on the tight-fitting, uncomfortable dress shoes I wore to church, when I used to go, that is. It wasn’t just vanity, though I suppose I’m as vain as the next person. You see, I always took great pains to look my best for Father. Out of respect naturally, but more out of gratitude for all he done for me. If it wasn’t for him, I’d probably have ended up in the gutter somewhere. I never let Father see me without makeup or in curlers, even if it was just the two of us playing Scrabble of an evening. Besides, there was no telling when someone would come to the door and how would it look if I answered it in my nightgown? Or if I went into town in the clothes I’d scrubbed the floor in? Would you look at Ma Quinn, they’d say, the drunken souse herself. And isn’t it downright indecent, Father allowing a woman of her sort to live under the same roof. For I knew what they whispered about me behind my back: drunkard, whore, crazy as a bedbug. It wasn’t any secret about my past. No sir, no secrets in a loose-lipped, backbiting town like The Falls. When it’d just been myself to think about, why, I would thumb my nose at the lot of ’em, tell every last holier-than-thou son of a bitch to go blow it out their arses. Indeed, I would. Yet when I come to work for Father, I had to consider how my behavior would reflect on him. God bless the man, he’d stuck his neck out for me plenty enough times, so I tried to be careful, not wanting to cast him in a bad light. I don’t want to give the impression I’d turned into a saint, far from it. But I tried my best to walk the straight and narrow, so Father would be proud of me.

 

When I first laid eyes on him each visit, I had this little trick I played. I would give the inside of my cheek a good, hard bite. To fight back the urge to cry, you see. I’m not by nature a whiny, weak-willed sort of person, but it near broke my heart to see him like that. I mean I wanted to visit him, I dearly missed him from one meeting to the next. Yet at the same time, it was so painful to see him under such circumstances. There was no other way around it: he looked awful. Pale as death, he was, his hair turning ghostly white. And those once-lively, pale blue eyes of his haunted now. God strike me if the poor man hadn’t aged a dozen years in the past two. The orange prison jumpsuit hung on him like a sack, and the bones in his cheeks stood out against the sallow skin of his face. His countenance was haggard and drawn. This visit he hadn’t shaved for several days, the stubble coming in all white. He was usually clean-shaven for me. Before all this, he’d always been so fastidious, so careful about his person. He used to cut such a fine figure standing up there at the altar in his vestments, with that regal bearing he had. Now he reminded me of one of those bums he himself was always befriending, the ones who’d come to the back door of the rectory looking for a handout, saying Father had sent them.

We hugged briefly. Then, as the visitors’ room was crowded, we made our way over to a table near where the guards sat, an unpopular spot for obvious reasons. I could sense Father Jack was in low spirits this day. Normally he seemed to welcome the company and made an effort at seeming animated, if only for my benefit. “Hello, Margaret,” he’d say, his blue eyes turning lively, his smile temporarily sloughing off the dark shadows of his face. He’d eagerly inquire about parish news, how the Christmas pageant was coming, how his replacement, Father Martin, was doing, not in the least resentful, as most would surely have been in his shoes. He maintained at least a show of interest in things out in the world. And like a sighted person reading to a blind man, I’d become his eyes on that world. Yet this day, he just sat across the table from me, staring vacantly off into space the way he was apt to when he had something on his mind. I thought perhaps they’d changed his medication, as they had a few times before. Some tended to make him glassy-eyed and slow of speech, while others made him jumpy. Or maybe his heart was acting up again. With all the stress, he’d already had one heart attack a few months after coming here. It was a minor one, the doctors said. Still, it took its toll. He came out of the hospital sickly-looking and stooped over, and though it had happened nearly a year before, he’d never quite recovered. Yet I felt it was something else, not so much of the body as it was of the spirit.

“Here’s the books you wanted, Father,” I said. “And look, I brought your favorite. Zucchini bread.”

I opened the aluminum foil I’d wrapped the bread in and slid it across the table. I could feel the guard, a burly, no-necked fellow with a shaved head, watching us like a hawk. Without tasting a piece, Father wrapped the bread up carefully and shoved it back into the bag.

“Thanks,” he said. “Someone will eat it.”

“But I made it for you, Father. Try a piece, why don’t you?”

“I’m not hungry right now, Margaret.” He called me that, never Maggie, as some did, or Ma Quinn as most in town knew me as. It was always Margaret. “Maybe later.”

Occasionally he nodded or smiled at something I said, but I could tell his thoughts weren’t in the room with us. It was the way he used to get after visiting a sick bed, off in his own world someplace. I considered his silence might’ve had to do with some bad news from Mr. Leo. Maybe something about the Blake investigation, perhaps to do with the blood business, a subject which worried Mr. Leo no end. Yet Father and myself hardly ever spoke about his case. Oh, in passing he might say Mr. Leo had just stopped by to see him. He might even allude to some new legal strategy his lawyer had begun, a new motion or appeal or whatnot. And once, by accident, I recall letting drop Justin’s name. We were talking, about the old days and this and that, and the boy’s name just sort of slipped out before I knew what I’d done. But normally we avoided the subject altogether. I didn’t want to pry into what I considered his private affairs. Even if I was curious—and who wouldn’t be?—I felt it wasn’t my place. If he wanted to tell me, I figured he would. Looking back, even I think it odd that we didn’t bring it up more. But like they say, hindsight is twenty-twenty, and I thought it best our visits ran smoothly. I wanted only to lift his spirits.

I jabbered on. For all his reading and intelligence, Father wasn’t much for small talk, so even on his good days it would often fall to me to keep the conversation from lagging. I went on about how we might need a new boiler in the rectory. And how the religious supply company Father Martin had switched to to save money had once again sent the wrong candles. How the new choir director was getting on as well as the CYO basketball team Father used to coach. I talked for nearly the entire hour, which is all they allowed us. You see, during those visits, I tried to keep him connected, in touch with the outside world, so when he was finally freed and could begin his life anew, it wouldn’t come as such a shock to his system. That too was a subject I came to view as being off-limits, dangerous, uncertain: the Future. His. Mine. Anything beyond the here and now, beyond the moments we shared during those Tuesday visits, was something I avoided.

No one from the diocesan office came to see him. No one visited him from town, not even his one-time pal Pete Beaupre. As soon as the going got rough, the lot of ’em had cut and run on him. He had no family to speak of. An only child, he’d lost his father when he was a boy, and his mother, who he’d been devoted to, had passed away some years before, a blessing in disguise that the poor woman didn’t live to see her child reduced to this. He had some cousins in the Boston area, but Father told me they’d never been close, and not a one of them came to visit. Not counting the occasional reporter sniffing around for a story, his only visitors were Leo Manzetti, his attorney, and Father Duncan, who he’d gone to seminary with. And of course me.

Before it was time to go, I asked him something I had once or twice before. “You think you might hear my confession today, Father?”

“You know I’d like to, Margaret. But it wouldn’t mean anything.”

“You’re wrong, Father. It would. Would mean an awful lot to me.”

“Ask Father Martin.”

“Him! Why, I wouldn’t confess to passing wind to that one.”

“Or Father Duncan. Go see him. You like him.”

I hadn’t been to confession in nearly two years. Not since Father’s troubles began. I felt my sins piling up on me, weighing on me like the lead gown at the dentist’s office. I’d asked Father before if he’d hear my confession, there in the prison. He said he couldn’t. Said he no longer had the authority.

“Some other time maybe?” I asked.

He didn’t say anything.

When it was time to leave, he gave me an awkward hug, his hands light as feathers on my back. I held onto him, pressing his bony ribs against me, not wanting to let go. I buried my face in his neck. That prison odor was on him, in his clothes. But beneath that, I could still smell Father, his odor: a sweet-sour fragrance of aftershave and sweat and something else, too, a man’s smell, I guess you’d call it. What his clothes used to smell like when I put them in the washing machine. Father’s smell. When we finally separated, he reached out and lightly brushed my face with the back of his knuckles. His fingers were cool against my skin and I shivered, felt goose bumps sprout on the backs of my arms.

“My dear, sweet Margaret,” he said. “What would I ever do without you?”

“Oh, Father,” I replied, biting my cheek again, feeling the pressure at the corners of my eyes. Don’t you dare go blubbing on him, Maggie Quinn. The poor man’s got enough on his mind.


“I want to thank you,” he said.

“What for?” I asked. “Just brought you a few things.”

“Not that. I mean for always being there. For your faith in me.”

“Pssh. Get out with you now.”

“No, it’s true. How could I have gotten along without you all these years? You’ve always been a blessing to me.”

“Sweet Jesus! Some blessing I been,” I said, forcing a laugh.

“I told you, Margaret, that wasn’t your fault.”

“Oh no? You might not even be here if I hadn’t made such a bloody mess of things in court. We both of us know that, Father.”

“Forget about it. That’s all in the past. You always believed in me. Always. No matter what happens, I just wanted you to know that.”

No matter what happens, I thought, my guilt fluttering wildly in my chest like a bird with a broken wing. Though he wasn’t one to complain, had the fortitude of a Job, Father sometimes worried me. After all, they’d stripped him of everything. Being a priest, helping people, relieving the suffering of others—that had been his life. Who he was. Sometimes, like today, he had the appearance of a man who’d traveled as far as he could, someone who couldn’t take another step.

“Let’s have none of that talk, Father,” I said. I reminded him how hard Mr. Leo was working on his behalf. “What’s that line you said once in a sermon. Let’s see if I can get it right: ‘Stand therefore, having your loins girt about with truth, and having on the breastplate of righteousness.’ Something like that.”

“Very good,” he said, smiling. “Ephesians.”

“That’s what you need to do. Put on a breastplate of righteousness. Tell all them birds to go blow it out their arses—excuse my language, Father. Let ’em think what they will. Long’s we know the truth, right?”

His eyes held me for a moment, probing me, then he looked off toward the windows, covered with wire mesh like the cage of a bird.

“Is everything all right?” I asked. “You seem not yourself today.”

“Everything’s just fine,” he replied, but without the faintest trace of sarcasm. Father had a sarcastic streak, all right. An acid tongue that could cut to the quick when he wanted. But now he just seemed sort of resigned to whatever would happen next. In some ways, he looked as if the fight had gone out of him.

“I know it’s hard, Father. But you mustn’t get discouraged,” I said, walking toward the door arm in arm with him. I could feel the bone beneath the fabric of his prison uniform. “Just be patient a bit more. Things’ll work out. You’ll see.”

He nodded for my benefit. “Thanks for coming, Margaret.”

“And try to eat more. You’re too thin, Father. I’ll bring you some oatmeal cookies next week, all right?”

He smiled. I turned and left the room. Yet, like Lot’s wife, I couldn’t help but glance back. There he was, walking away down the hall, toward his pod, carrying the bag of things I’d brought. His shoulders slumped, shuffling along like a weary old man. I called out to him “Father,” then louder, “Father Jack!” But he mustn’t have heard me for he just kept on walking, through the double set of doors, and was gone.
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On the long ride back to Hebron Falls, I would always feel a bit depressed and lonely. I would feel as if I’d left a piece of me back at the prison. And this day was even worse. I couldn’t shake that last image of Father, stooped over, shuffling along. It fairly haunted me. I thought how quiet he’d been, how broken in spirit he’d seemed. I wondered how much more he could endure, how much more he’d have to endure before it was all said and done. And then I fell to thinking how things could get a good deal worse before they got any better. My mind kept mulling things over, kept prying and prodding, like a willful tongue that wouldn’t leave a toothache alone until it was throbbing to beat the band. I don’t know why, but I had this terrible feeling that more bad news was bearing down on us. As I drove along everything got so jumbled up in my mind that my hands took to shaking, the way they’re apt to when I get myself all worked up. Then the tears started; this time I couldn’t stop them. They just poured out of me like a pipe inside me had burst. I couldn’t hardly see to drive. I finally had to pull over on the side of the highway.

From the glove compartment I withdrew my trusty old friend, Mr. Boston, a half-pint I kept for just such emergencies. I’d been pretty good lately, at least since Father Martin said he’d had a complaint from someone who smelled booze on my breath when I was serving at a Catholic Women’s Club luncheon. But my hands were atrembling like crazy and I couldn’t stop crying, and I needed a wee bit in the worst way. There was only a couple of fingers’ worth of ginger brandy left, and I polished it off in one draft. It did little to settle the raging in my head, though. My mind kept galloping on, which isn’t always the best thing when you’re in a black mood to start with. For as my mum used to say, if you dwell on your problems too much, they’re likely to get worse, and there’s wisdom in that for sure. I’ve always had this tendency, you see, to fall prey to these black moods, and that’s when I hit the drink, thinking it’ll help. But you might as well try to put out a fire with gasoline as do that.

I wondered if Mr. Leo had brought him some bad news. Maybe something about the Blake investigation, which was in the papers again. It had been quiet for a while, and now it was back. Perhaps there’d been a decision about the blood business. Aye, maybe it had to do with that. For the longest time, you see, Adams County D.A. Shelly Lassiter had been out for Father’s blood. I mean this quite literally, as literally as a good Catholic believes the wine is changed into our Lord’s blood during Holy Communion. Lassiter was a vindictive woman, one of those bony-arsed, hard-as-nails sorts who tries to out-man a man. She wanted to force Father to give them a blood sample. She’d been fighting Mr. Leo over this business since right after the trial. Wouldn’t let it go, that woman. Kept hounding Father. Wasn’t enough that he was in jail. That she’d ruined his life. No sir. Not for that woman. Mr. Leo said it was on account of her having big political ambitions, as he put it, and so she wanted to make a name for herself at Father’s expense.

But Father, I kept having to tell myself, was in good hands. Mr. Leo knew what he was doing. And he was a battler, too. He wouldn’t give up. He said over his dead body he’d let the other side have any blood samples. He said it was against Father’s rights, that he’d fight the bastards all the way to the Supreme Court if necessary. Though quite honestly I sometimes wondered why we didn’t just give them their blood and be done with it. Yet what did I know about such complicated matters? The moves by the D.A., the countermoves by Mr. Leo. The hearings and conferences, the motions and appeals. The decisions by this or that higher court. Why, the law was a complete and utter mystery to me, a puzzle with a thousand pieces. But if anyone knew how to fit those pieces together, that’d be Mr. Leo. The law wasn’t just his job, it was, like Father Jack’s own vocation, his passion, his calling, his very soul. An atheist, as he himself had once told me, he nonetheless had his faith and that was the law. He believed in it, in its holy intricacies, its formal rituals. He was a priest of the law, you might say. He could no more have been something other than a lawyer than Father Jack anything but a priest. I think that’s why he fought so hard on Father’s behalf. Both of them were so dedicated, so committed to what they believed in. So pigheaded, too. In most ways the two men—the tall, refined, lace-curtain-Irish priest from Boston and the short, street-tough, foulmouthed, Italian-atheist-lawyer from Providence—were about as different as day and night. Yet both lived their work, ate and breathed and slept their work. In fact, in some strange way I think Mr. Leo would have made a good priest, except for the part about not believing in God anymore.

Yes, Father was in good hands, I reassured myself. The best. If anyone could help him it’d be Mr. Leo. Sitting there crying like a damn fool wasn’t going to help anybody at all, Maggie Quinn. So I wiped my eyes, gave the empty Mr. Boston the heave-ho out the window and got back on the highway.

 

I got off at the Montville exit—GATEWAY TO THE BERKSHIRES, the sign says, like it was the pearly gates and you were entering heaven itself. I drove west on Route 38, past the Kmart and the mall and the new Best Western, and started climbing up into the scruffy-looking, winter-scarred hills. Past the closed-for-the season tourist places and souvenir shops, past the naked apple orchards and the run-down farms and out-of-business cider mills. As I came down Mountain Road, the sky, a dingy gray, was sort of draped over Hebron Falls, like an old sheet over even older furniture. That winter, Father’s second in jail, had been a bad one. Storm after storm had swept in from upstate New York, leaving everyone short-tempered as cats in heat, and several times making the drive down to Springfield impossible. And as the snow grudgingly gave up its hold, everything in town was left with this salt-dulled, shabby look about it—the mailboxes and road signs, the bushes and yards, the cars and houses and storefronts, the war memorial on the village green and the grandstand in the park. Even the people walking along Main Street seemed grubby-looking, hunkered down against the March wind. I was struck by how grim and slovenly the whole place looked, how much it could use a good scrubbing, which, when you keep a house for a living, is the way you view things: clean or in need of cleaning, in order or messy.

Let me tell you a thing or two about Hebron Falls—or just The Falls, as most refer to it. The sort of place it is, the class of people we have. It’s way out in the boondocks, a small western Massachusetts town that the Chamber of Commerce likes to paint in its brochures as being “nestled” in the mountains—like it was an Easter egg sitting in that fake green straw. And it certainly can be pretty up here, especially in the fall, my favorite season, when the leaves turn and the smell of apple orchards flavors the air. The Falls sits in a deep valley formed by the Mashabaug River, with mountains completely ringing it like a pair of cupped hands. But other times—winter, for instance, or mud season—it’s not so pretty. In point of fact it’s one of those dreary old New England mill towns that’s seen better days, especially with the hanger factory having closed down a few years back and putting people out of work. There’s a main drag with some stores and shops, the CVS, Hodel’s Market, Pelkey’s Hardware, the weekly newspaper, a couple of restaurants and a half-dozen gin mills, which do a thriving business despite the unemployment. There’s five churches, count ’em: a Methodist, a Baptist, a Congregational, some ugly boxy affair out on Route 38 where some of those TORCH members go. And of course St. Luke’s, the Catholic Church just across the river, where Main runs into West Street.

The Falls is the sort of small place where, like it or not, everybody knows you, where if you had the runs on Monday, half the town would know by Tuesday, and the other half would read about it in the Falls Sentinel by Thursday. Before all this business with Father, though, it had felt like home. My home. I’d made myself a life here. I had my work and my routines, my amusements. Mostly it was keeping Father’s house running smoothly: laundry on Wednesdays, grocery shopping and my big baking on Thursdays, the floors and such on Fridays. Church and then some people in on Sunday. Beyond that I worked on the Christmas bazaar committee. Brought meals to some of the old folks at the nursing home. Played rummy with a couple of the girls on Tuesday night. Worked in my garden or went for a walk after supper. Occasionally met my friend Cindy O’Connell at the Friendly’s. Once or twice a week a quiet dinner for Father and me. If I thought about it at all, I guess I pictured staying here the rest of my days—or at least I didn’t picture going anywhere else. It wasn’t that The Falls had accepted me with open arms when I first come to work for Father. No sir, they surely did not and that’s a fact. Like any small town, they don’t take kindly to outsiders, and certainly not to outsiders with a past. Some put up with me only because of Father. Yet after a while, most grew to accept me, the way you might an unseemly wart on somebody’s nose. You get so you avert your eyes. When I’d walk down Main with my shopping cart, they’d say, “Terrible weather we’re having, eh, Ma.” Or at the church bake sale someone might ask, “That was a lovely pie, Maggie. Could I get your recipe?” Things like that. Things that made you feel welcome. If you’d asked me before all this, I would have told you that despite its faults The Falls was a friendly enough sort of place. A nice, quiet kind of town. The people decent, mostly anyway. Be there if you ever needed them.

It’s not the good times that tell you most about a person, or a town. It’s the bad. Since all this, the blinders have been removed from my eyes. I’ve come to see this crummy little town for what it is. Not what folks would have you believe about themselves, but what they really are like. In their heart of hearts. I’ve come to see how vengeful and merciless and cruel they can be, especially when they decide to turn against you. I’ve learned what spineless hypocrites most people are, though I suppose it’s not any worse here than anywhere else. But the thing about The Falls, you see, it has this grand, la-de-dah, our-shite-doesn’t-stink opinion of itself. It likes to think it’s real small-town, apple-pie, all’s-right-with-the-world America, with its village green and its church suppers, its apple festival and its picture-postcard autumns. Likes to pretend it doesn’t have its dirty laundry, its skeletons tucked neatly away in the closet. Likes to see itself as the kind of place the reporters—during Father’s trial anyway—called “a sleepy little town nestled in the hills,” or “a peaceful tight-knit community that stuck by its own.” Stuck by it own, my arse! But to hear them tell it, everything was just fine and dandy, and along comes this terrible ogre, Father Devlin. He had to go and blacken the town’s good name, so all you had to do was say Hebron Falls to anybody, and right away they’d give you a funny look, because they knew you were from the town that Father Devlin came from.

What about the rest of them, I want to say. Old Doc Kennedy, for instance. A big muckety-muck, on the school committee and the parish board. But everybody knows the doctor is nothing but a drunk who nearly killed a woman because he gave her the wrong drug when he was three sheets to the wind. Or what about Artie LeBlanc, the former first selectman and lay deacon for St. Luke’s? It was hush-hush around town, but word was he’d got his stepdaughter in a family way and they’d had to send her to this home for girls. Or Lucille Feola, who taught CCD classes and led a prayer group, and who worked at the state home for the retarded down in Holyoke. Everybody thought she was so nice and sweet. Turns out the woman embezzled nearly a half million dollars, money that was supposed to go for food and clothes for those people. Or the Bassinger girl, daughter of Mel Bassinger, publisher of the town’s newspaper. She’d been arrested for selling crack in the high school, and yet you never saw a word about it in the paper. Not one word. Or John Granucci, who taught Bible study at St. Luke’s. The fellow had been caught in a motel room off the highway diddling some fifteen-year-old kid. I could go on, but you get the point. Come Sunday though, you’d see these same upstanding citizens in church, looking holier-than-thou, going up and receiving communion from Father’s hand. And yet when it came to him, how quick they were to believe the worst, turn their backs on him and forget all he’d done for this town and this parish. How quick indeed.

They won’t tell you about him, but I will—I’ll tell you about the Father Jack I knew. He was the most selfless, hardworking, dedicated man I ever saw. Priest or otherwise. He was always doing for people, always on the go trying to help someone, support a cause, right an injustice. He had this great abundance of energy. It was his idea to set up a day-care center in the church community room for unwed mothers so they could get a job, go back to school. He visited old people in nursing homes. He made sick calls. He drove dirt roads ten, fifteen miles up into the mountains to listen to bedside confessions. He helped get meals delivered to the elderly. He spent one day a week at a soup kitchen over in Montville. He started the shelter for runaway kids, and him and Rudy Lessard used to coach a CYO basketball team.

Kids especially liked him, I don’t mind saying that even now. He understood them, could talk to them in their own language. He was always willing to listen, to help them if they had a problem. And when they got in trouble at school or with the law, he’d be there to go to bat for them. Every year he brought some of them, altar servers and CYO kids or those from the teen shelter, up to Fenway to see a baseball game or to his summer place up in New Hampshire fishing. He hired them to mow the rectory’s lawn or to rake leaves. When they were in their teens, he helped them find jobs or he wrote letters of recommendation to get them into college, and later he married them or baptized their kids. When a lad needed a baseball glove or a pair of basketball shoes and there was no money at home, it was Father found it for him, often dipping into his own pocket. They would stop by the rectory. His door was always open to them. He’d have me give them milk and cookies, and then they might watch a ball game on the television in the den, hollering and whooping it up when the Red Sox scored. Or play a game of basketball or football out behind the rectory. I could still recall the way Father used to play after Saturday Mass, sometimes still in his vestments. How many times had I given him hell for that. “Don’t be getting your good things all filthy, Father,” I’d yell out the back door to him, like he was just another kid. Because I was the one responsible for cleaning them, and it’d be me who they’d whisper about in church if Father’s things weren’t spotless, the way you might look at the mother of some ragamuffin child and lay the blame at her doorstep.

 

Anyway, I happened to be going by Pratt’s Cleaners in the center of town as I was thinking back about Father playing in his vestments, and that’s when a bell went off in my mind. I suddenly remembered that Father Martin had left me a note on the kitchen table that very morning. He wanted me to pick up his vestments at the cleaners. I’d nearly forgotten. So I pulled over and parked the car on Main. I hadn’t been to Pratt’s for a while. Those items of Father Martin’s I couldn’t do myself I’d been bringing over to a laundry in Montville. Though it was a half hour out of my way, I’d just as soon drive the extra distance, as there was little chance of my bumping into someone I knew over there. But Martin himself had dropped his things off at Pratt’s and had said he needed them tomorrow for a Mass he was saying down in Springfield the next day. Though it was my day off, I couldn’t very well say no.

I figured I’d slip in and out of the cleaners before anyone spotted me. I put on my sunglasses, which I wore whenever I had to go into town anymore. They were like a disguise. But wouldn’t you know it, I couldn’t find the bloody laundry ticket Martin had left me. I looked in all my pockets, went through my purse, hunted in all the compartments of my large handbag. Nothing. I wondered if I’d dropped it at the prison. Finally I decided to head in without it, figuring how hard would it be to find a priest’s garments. Martin was the only priest in town.

Who should be standing at the counter, big as you please, but Mrs. Abruzzi. Just my luck, I thought. I used to clean house for the woman way back, before I worked for the parish. She lives in one of those big fancy homes up on Briarcliff Court, where the oldest and wealthiest families reside. Her husband’s Joe Abruzzi, owns the only car dealership in town. He’d always been a thorn in Father Jack’s side, even before all this. Now the Abruzzis were in tight as thieves with Father Martin. Abruzzi even donated a big new Buick to the parish, and Martin would invite them to the rectory for dinner. After the way they’d treated Father Jack, I had all I could do to keep a civil tongue in my head as I served them. Not only that, but on at least one occasion the Mister and I’d had words. So there was no love lost between the Abruzzis and myself.

We both of us stood there for a few minutes, neither saying a peep. Then from the back room I heard Josephine Pratt, the owner, say in a voice that suggested she thought they were alone: “Serve him right after what he did.” Mrs. Abruzzi gave a phony little cough, trying to warn her they weren’t alone, but Pratt kept right on. “He may have fooled everybody else but not me. I never liked the man.” After a moment, she came out from behind a heavy gold curtain that served to divide the front and back rooms. She had a garment bag in her arms and she started to say, “I’d like to see them—” but froze when she saw me standing there. Josephine Pratt was a large, horsy woman with large, horsy features, a wide, loose mouth—loose in more ways than one, if you get my drift.

“Oh,” she said, recovering. “I’ll be with you in a minute.”

She then went back to waiting on Mrs. Abruzzi. The two of them fell to whispering.

I didn’t need two guesses to know what they’d been talking about before I came in, what most in town were talking about: Father Jack. They kept up their whispering, leaving me to stew in my own juices. Maybe they figured I’d up and leave if they just ignored me long enough. But to hell with them, I thought. I cleared my throat and said, as calm as you please, “Excuse me, ladies. I’m here for Father Martin’s vestments.”

That got their attention. Pratt traded can-you-believe-the-nerve-of-some-people looks with Mrs. Abruzzi before coming over to wait on me.

“All right,” she snapped, “let’s have your ticket.”

“Seems I’ve misplaced it,” I explained.

She humphed through her long nose. She was the class of woman that humphed a good deal, which I’ve noticed about women on the tall side, they tend to do that a lot. Then she pointed to a yellowed sign behind the counter: NOTICE TO PATRONS: ALL ARTICLES MUST HAVE A TICKET. THE MANAGEMENT. What management, I thought. It was just her.

“He was in just a couple days ago, Father Martin was,” I explained.

“I can’t keep track of everybody’s items without a ticket.”

“How many chasubles do you have back there?” I said, not liking her tone one little bit. But I changed tactics and added on a phony little smile, for as my mum used to say, you can get more flies with honey than you can vinegar. And I could remember Father Jack telling me not to pay any attention to what people in town said, that I should turn the other cheek. “If it’s not too much trouble, Miss Pratt.”

“No ticky no laundry,” she replied, giving me my own phony smile back and then some. She had a mouthful of long yellow teeth, like dried pumpkin seeds. She didn’t call me by name, though I used to bring Father Jack’s clothes here, his suits and vestments, things I couldn’t do myself. She’d give me a ten percent discount on account it was for the church. Before all this, she’d say hello if she ran into me on the street. Since I’d testified at the trial though, she was like most—wouldn’t give me spit if I was dying of thirst.

“Father Martin needs it for Mass tomorrow,” I explained.

“I can’t help that,” she said. “Do you remember your number?”

“My number?” I said, unable to suppress a laugh.

“Can’t have articles without a number.”

I could feel the blood rising to my cheeks. It usually takes a good long while for my temper to percolate. Yet when it does, you’d better watch out. I’m not someone to be trifled with then.

“Miss Pratt,” I began, “do you really expect people to go around with their laundry number committed to memory?”

“What we expect,” she lectured, “is for people to remember their tickets in the first place. That’s why we give them out.”

“Hasn’t anyone ever forgotten his ticket before?”

Bite your tongue, Maggie Quinn. You don’t want to be shooting your big trap off and causing a scene. Father Martin wouldn’t appreciate it if it got back to him, and Mrs. Abruzzi would surely see to that. He couldn’t very well have his housekeeper getting into rows with his parishioners. That wouldn’t look good, wouldn’t help the church’s image, no sir. But I also thought, To hell with her. With the bloody lot of ’em. I was tired of biting my tongue, of putting up with their snide comments. Tired of having people in town ignore me or avoid me if they saw me coming down the aisle of the grocery store. I was sick to death of turning the other cheek.

“What happens,” I asked, “with people who forget their tickets?”

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

“Well, have you a room full of forgetful people’s articles back there? You know, Miss Pratt, have you given any consideration to selling secondhand clothing? Just think of it now. What with all the people we have in The Falls whose memories aren’t so very good. And we certainly have a lot of that sort, don’t you think, Miss Pratt? People with short memories.”


I gave her this prissy little smile, to make sure she got my drift.

She came right back though. “I thought you’re the one with the good memory.”

“How’s that now?”

“Well, I just thought you’re the one with the great memory.” She glanced over at Mrs. Abruzzi again, winked at the woman.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked, though of course I knew exactly what she was getting at. The trial. My testifying for Father Jack. But I wanted the satisfaction of hearing her say it out loud.

Instead though, she suddenly gave in and said, “All right, what was it Father Martin brought in?”

“Just hold your horses a minute. What’s this about my memory?”

“I don’t have all day. Do you want your things or not?”

I had a good mind to tell her to stick Father Martin’s vestments right up her big fat arse. But what was the use? So I told old horse-face Father Martin brought in an alb, a surplice, and a chasuble, all white, for Lenten season.

“Shouldn’t be hard to spot,” I said. “No sir. Not clothes like that.”

“It might be a while,” she warned sourly.

“I have all day. You take your sweet time, Miss Pratt.”

She “humphed” again and ducked behind the curtain. I heard her back there shoving stuff around, the angry sound of hangers scraping a metal bar. Mrs. Abruzzi gave me a look intended to cut to the quick but I just stared right back. Let her tell Father Martin. Let him fire me for all I care. After a few minutes Pratt came out carrying a plastic garment bag with Father Martin’s vestments.

“Well, what do you know?” I said. “That wasn’t so hard.”

“Next time you’ll need your ticket.”

“Póg mo thón,” I said. When she raised an eyebrow, I told her it meant thanks for your kindness. What it actually means is kiss my arse.

I paid her, grabbed Father Martin’s things, and headed for the door. Before I could get out though, I heard Pratt say to Mrs. Abruzzi, “I’d lock the bastard up and throw away the key.”

I stopped and turned around.

“What’s that now?” I asked.


“Nothing,” she said.

“If it’s Father Devlin you’re talking about, kindly keep your bloody opinions to yourself, you horse-faced old bag you,” I said, slamming the door for good measure.

Sitting in my car, I could see the two of them through the window, blathering away. I could just picture what they were saying, what people had been saying for months now: those whisperings I’d catch in the next aisle of the CVS, someone speaking in hushed tones in front of me at the checkout counter of Hodel’s Market. Snippets of a conversation in the rectory as I served tea to a bunch of gossipy old hens: I wouldn’t think Father Martin would keep her on. Or: You can’t tell me she didn’t know anything. Right there in the same house with him. Even worse than the whispers were those awkward silences that fell over people whenever I came into earshot. So you just knew.

I pulled out, drove west on Main toward the rectory—I used to call it “home” but somewhere along the line I’d stopped doing that. As I crossed Coffin’s Bridge, a narrow, old, iron affair, I saw spray-painted on one of the girders, “Devlin’s Guilty as Sin.” Was it new? I wondered. Or hadn’t I noticed it before? Maybe the same bunch that had tossed the rock through the rectory window. Instead of turning left toward the rectory, I turned right on West Street and headed for the Falls Tavern, a place I used to frequent in the “old” days. I’d not been there in months. I ordered a double whiskey from Reuben Belliveau, the owner, and took a seat over in a booth that looked out on the river. It was early yet. The place had only a few late-afternoon diehards sitting hunched over at the bar watching some talk show.

I downed my drink in two swallows and waved to Reuben for another. He brought a bottle over and another glass.

“Mind some company, Maggie?” he said. “Haven’t seen you around in a while.”

“No,” I said. “I ain’t been getting out much.”

“How have you been?”

“Lousy.”

Reuben was a decent sort. More than once when I hadn’t the price of a drink, he’d let me put it on my tab. We went way back. Before I came to work for Father Jack, we’d been lovers for a while and had remained friends. Every now and then I’d drop in, have a Coke if I was on the wagon, a drink if I wasn’t, and we’d talk. He was a good listener.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.

“This bloody effing town is what’s the matter,” I said.

“Why?”

“The way they’ve treated that poor man,” I replied. I gulped my drink, felt my throat burn as the whiskey went crashing down toward my stomach. “They’re such stinkin’ hypocrites, the lot of ’em.”

“Don’t let them get to you.”

“After all he did for this place, it’s a crying shame.”

“Things’ll work out,” he said. It made me think of what I’d told Father earlier. How hollow it rang now. Something you’d tell a frightened child to help him sleep.

Reuben was one of the handful of people I could talk to about Father Jack, one of the few who hadn’t already made up his mind. Not that he was on his side, but just that he hadn’t already got the rope and picked out a tree.

“I feel so helpless,” I said. “Not knowing what’s going to happen. I just wish there was something I could do for him.”

“You’ve done more than your share, Maggie. Let it rest.”

“Easier said than done. I’m all he has. Me and Manzetti. He got railroaded the first time and if they have their way they’ll do it again.”

“He had a fair trial.”

“Fair trial, my arse! You know as well as I do they’d all made up their minds long before he walked into that courtroom.”

“Maybe. You want some advice? Stay out of it this time.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

“All’s I’m saying is let whatever’s going to happen happen.”

“Abandon Father Jack!” I cried, louder than I should have. One or two at the bar looked away from the television and over at us. In a whisper I hissed, “Is that what you’d have me do? He had nothing to do with that boy’s death, I tell you. Nothing. And yet the bloody bastards are trying to pin that on him, too.”

Reuben reached across the table and patted my hand.

“Easy,” he said. “I’m on your side. It’s just that people come in and I hear things. Crazy things. How they’d like to get their hands on him. It’s mostly just talk. Still, somebody gets boozed up you never know what they’ll do.”

“You think I’m afraid. They’re all a bunch of gutless cowards.”

“Just be careful, Maggie. I know you. Don’t go looking for trouble.”

“I didn’t go looking for trouble last time. It found me. After all that man has done for me I can’t just turn my back and walk away.”

“No one’s asking you to. But remember, however this turns out you still have to live here.”

“Maybe,” I said. I finished my drink. I took out some money and was going to pay, but Reuben said, “Put that away.”

I thanked him and got up.

“You take care of yourself, Maggie,” he said.
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