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Tháinig an gála,

shéid sé go láidir,

chuala do ghuth

ag glaoch orm sa toirneach.




The storm came,

blew with force,

I heard your voice

calling me through thunder.

—Nuala Ní Dhomhnaill,
from “Cnámh (Bone),”
translated by Michael Hartnett







Pontiac County and New York City, 1887–1904
Ashling

THE OLD PRIEST WALTZED with each of the O’Brien children while his pretty housekeeper, Mme Painchaud, operated the Victrola. She was a widow whose husband had been killed at the sawmill. Sliding the disc from its paper sleeve, she carefully placed it on the turntable and started turning the crank. As the needle settled onto the disc, a Strauss waltz began bleating from the machine’s horn, which resembled, Joe O’Brien thought, some gigantic dark flower that bees would enter to sip nectar and rub fertile dust from their legs.

This was in Pontiac County, Quebec, in the early 1900s. The Pontiac. Most of the people up there were farmers, though it really was a fur country, a timber country, and perhaps never should have been farmed. People from the longhouse nations had skimmed through in birchbark canoes, taking game, taking beaver, never so much as scratching the meagre soil. Lumbermen had come for the white pine and moved on as soon as they had taken the choicest timber. The early settlers were Famine Irish, and French Canadians moving up from overcrowded parishes along the St. Lawrence: people hungry for land, with nowhere else to go.

The children dancing with the old priest were two sisters and three brothers, of whom Joe O’Brien was the oldest. There were stories that their grandfather had been a horse trader in New Mexico and a buffalo hunter in Rupert’s Land before taking up a farm in Sheen Township and piloting log rafts on the Ottawa. Every few years he left his wife and children and went venturing, sometimes as far as California, once back to Ireland. One spring he did not return, and he was never seen again. One story said he had drowned at Cape Horn, another that he’d been robbed and murdered in Texas.

There was a restless instinct in the family, an appetite for geography and change. On St. Patrick’s Day 1900, Joe’s father, Michael O’Brien, left his wife and children and joined a regiment of cavalry being raised at Montreal to fight the Boers.

Joe O’Brien had inherited from his father the Black Irish colouring: pale skin, blue eyes, and jet black hair. The others—Grattan and Tom, Hope and Kate—were mostly fair (Hope was a redhead), with pale blue eyes and skin that was pink in winter, tawny in summer. They all had good teeth and long legs and rarely were ill. Their mother, Ellenora, had lived all her life in the clearings and knew the herbs growing wild, which mushrooms were safe to eat and which weren’t, and by which streams the choicest fiddleheads could be found. She made sea pie, using every kind of wild meat. If a child took sick she brewed maroon tea with treebark and dried gooseberries. She made poultices from leaves, herbs, and scraps of cloth, and if someone had a fever she burned dried grass and brushed smoke over their heads, muttering spells using Algonquin and Irish words that no one, not even herself, really understood.

In the old priest’s house the children were learning table manners and geometry as well as the waltz. And absorbing a way of seeing the world as a mystery—layered, rich. The old priest, Father Jeremiah Lillis, SJ, was a New York Irishman, short, barrel-chested, and nearly seventy when he came into the Pontiac. The remote parish was his first pastoral appointment. Before banishment to Canada he had been a scholar, a teacher, a dreamer. He had been sent into exile after it came to the attention of his superiors that certain funds belonging to the New York house were missing. In fact the old man had given away the order’s money, as well as his own, to various men and women whom he loved. For these sins, and a few others, he had been dispatched to the Pontiac.

The stout little priest shaved infrequently, so the rasp of his cheek was always rough and sharp, and his breath smelled of cigars and sweet wine. Leading his partner, he would hum the melody, his shoes bussing the Tabriz carpet, building small static charges that sparkled at his fingertips.

On the train north, leafing through the Relations of Brébeuf and the other Jesuit martyrs, he had read of the seventeenth-century black robes sent as missionaries into the same country only to have their hearts eaten by Indians. By the time the train halted at the Canadian border he was in tears, and very tempted to disembark, but he had nowhere else to go. He had his trunks and crates and what remained of his collections of oil paintings and china, his table silver and beloved Persian carpets, but the Monsignor had sent him off without enough cash in his purse even for a return ticket to New York. So he remained aboard the train and came eventually to his remote and lonely parish, St. Jerome the Hermit, at Sheen, where he met Joe O’Brien during that first, awful northern summer of mosquitoes and forest fires, of air limned with smoke and smutted with cinders.

The black-haired boy had come by the rectory, selling firewood. “You’ll want nine cords, Father. What I have is mostly beech, with some maple and birch and some pine. No spruce, guaranteed. Four dollars a cord, bucked into two-foot lengths, split, delivered, and stacked. You’ll not get a better price.”

Later the priest would decide that the young O’Briens, and even their haggard mother, had a strange, rough beauty. What was it about young Joe especially? The blackness, the pallor? The clear blue eyes? Was it the boy’s gift for silence? On his own part, it wasn’t lust. He had many times burned with lust, and he was done with it. At least, he would never again confuse it with love.

The priest was unpacking and shelving his books in the room he had decided to use for his study when Joe returned with a wagon and the first two cords. He began toting load after load of firewood up the rocky little path and into the woodshed, using a canvas sling and a tumpline around his forehead. Father Lillis had thought himself the loneliest person in the world, but watching Joe at work, he decided that the black-haired boy—in his silence, in the ferocious way he drove himself—might be even lonelier.

On the second day Joe got his two younger brothers at work on the stacking, but he did most of the carrying himself, the tumpline taut on his brow, neck muscles supporting the weight, body bent and braced. As if he were struggling down Broadway, the old priest thought, in the maw of a wicked wind. He brought out a jug of lemonade and insisted that Joe pause long enough to take a glass.

“Why so fast, lad? Now, what’s the rush? You’re killing yourself.”

“It’s easier to run than walk, Father.”

The old priest believed in the accessibility of the spirit world, though the dogma of his own religion was against it. In Paris, in New York, and once in Worcester, Massachusetts, he had visited the sage-scented, candlelit parlours of table-rapping mediums. It was wicked and he risked burning in hell for his apostasy, but for much of his life he had been attending séances, wearing a cheap business suit as a disguise.

Perhaps the old priest was a fool for love. Or perhaps, as he hoped, exile and loss had clarified his vision. In any case, there it was: a black-haired boy; brackish, smoky air with shafts of nearly purple light falling between the shadows of big pines; and an old, disgraced priest feeling all of a sudden powerfully, mystically, spiritually needed. He gave himself permission to become the boy’s father in spirit. Whether Joe ever reciprocated, ever felt himself to be his son, was never clear to the old priest, who tried telling himself that it didn’t matter.
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Joe O’Brien was thirteen years old when his mother, Ellenora, received a letter from South Africa saying that her husband had been killed in a skirmish at a place called Geluk’s Farm. She brooded all day without revealing anything to her children. Then, in the middle of the night, she woke Joe. “Your father is dead,” she said. “Michael O’Brien is dead, and I’m alone with all of you, aren’t I?”

Joe understood that his father had left his power behind, and that he, as eldest son, had inherited it. He believed this without having to think about it. The power was nothing supernatural or even extraordinary; it was just a sense of his own inner strength. It gave him self-confidence and boldness. And he wouldn’t squander his power the way his father had; he would use it to protect them all.

Six months after her husband’s death, Ellenora received a marriage proposal from Mick Heaney, who spoke a Pontiac dialect so warped and tangled with Irish and French-Canadian lingo that people in Ottawa, fifty miles downriver, had trouble understanding him. He was canny enough at trapping foxes and the rare beaver, and on summer evenings when the farmers’ sons raced their traps and buggies on the good road between Campbell’s Bay and Shawville—the only stretch of graded road in the county—he might earn a few dollars setting odds and holding wagers. But Mick Heaney was best known as a fiddler; he played at weddings and wakes on both sides of the river, unreeling tunes faster than the wind rushed through the pines in breakup season. “Angel Death No Mercy” was the name of one famous jig he played. “The Cheticamp Jig” and “Road to Boston” were others.

When facing a decision, Ellenora always consulted a wise woman who lived on the other side of the river and owned a blue bottle she claimed to see the future in. The woman told Ellenora that for a widow with five children any man was better than no man at all. So she married Mick Heaney, but she never asked the children to think of him as their father or show him any more respect than he was worth—which was, as far as Joe was concerned, very little.

At weddings and wakes Mick would start things by drawing two or three scrapes as piercing and bitter as the scream of a bucksaw pinched in a green log. Then he would pause, wet his fingers in his mouth, and demand another cup of whisky-blanc before launching into the reel. Once he got going he’d play tune after tune, pausing only to gulp liquor or sip cold water from a ladle. For years he had fiddled at nearly every wedding and funeral in the Pontiac, whether people wanted him to or not. There was a restless spirit in Mick Heaney, a dark spirit; the tunes came in hot, ferocious spurts and would not be denied. At wakes he played so fiercely that his fingertips bled, crusted, and bled again. After fiddling all night he would follow the coffin to church in the morning, then stroll up and down the rows of pine slabs and crosses, sawing away while the priest inside was saying the funeral Mass. When the coffin was carried out and lowered into its grave, Mick always played at his quickest tempo, the frenzy of the music jabbing at priests and mourners, at grief, at death itself.

No one could tell Mick Heaney to stop playing. At one early summer wedding at Fort William, he struck up as the bride and her elderly groom were leaving the chapel. He fiddled through the wedding breakfast, the afternoon sleep, and the evening refreshments, and was still playing at midnight when the shivaree bachelors arrived. After dragging the nuptial couple from their marriage bed, the bachelors—accompanied by neighbours gripping pine-tar torches, wives beating pans, children howling, and Mick Heaney—led them out to witness the bull put to the cow, the stallion put to the mare. The mare rejected the stallion and turned to bite the forearm of the bachelor holding her. She shouldered him, nearly knocked him down, and then nipped him again. Both horses broke free and began screaming and flaring their lips, kicking their heels and intimidating the bachelors—mostly town men from Shawville, Campbell’s Bay, and Pembroke, whose gamy banter could not conceal their fear. The young bride was sobbing while her elderly groom, dazed and bloody-nosed, puffed a cigar, and everyone recognized that the shivaree was finished, spent. Weary neighbours began climbing into wagons and traps.

The thing was over, except that Mick Heaney—who never could or would recognize any limit to anything—was still playing. He seemed to need to live unbound by custom, habit, expectation: a life perfectly organized to cause trouble for everyone it touched. All that night he wandered the farm, playing one tune after another. Whenever a bowstring broke, he replaced it from a spool of horsehair in his pocket and kept on fiddling. At dawn, with relatives of the bride threatening to drown him in the Ottawa River, he walked away from Fort William still playing. For days he was heard and occasionally seen wandering the range roads, fiddling for audiences of white pine and eagles, moose, bear, and lynx. Bush loggers heard jigs wafting over their timber slash, across burnt-over ground, through stands of birch and spruce, alder and pine. Farmers milking caught traces of “The Road to Fort Coulonge” drifting across their hay meadows and over bottomlands planted in corn. When a Portuguese section gang encountered Mick along the Pontiac and Pacific Junction right-of-way, he was playing a jig. The labourers dropped tools and began crossing themselves, and the ganger threatened Mick with a beating, but he just strolled off into the bush, still fiddling.

He returned home after ten days of wandering, playing “Banish Misfortune” as he sauntered into the yard. After setting his fiddle down on the porch, he went into the shed, milked the cow, and washed his face and hands in the warm milk. Entering the house, he slapped Ellenora’s face for a greeting, then took to his bed for a month. He did not touch the bow again until the Christmas Eve réveillon.
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The old priest was the first person to recognize that Joe O’Brien needed to escape that world up there. Watching the boy sling loads of firewood with the tumpline was like watching an animal that would gnaw its way out of a trap or destroy itself trying. But it was no use trying to educate Joe apart from his younger brothers and sisters; their bond of family loyalty was too strong. If he would help Joe, the old priest knew he had to help them all, so he began inviting the whole bunch to stop at his house after school for lessons in geometry, table manners, and German. He had them memorize and recite poetry to each other so they would learn to speak clearly and forcefully. And he taught them the waltz.

It wasn’t that he loved the dance. He did, but that wasn’t the point. To waltz in the backwoods, and do it well, broke every notion of what was useful or possible. What he was trying to teach was courage.

Apart from their studies at the priest’s house, the children were taught catechism, arithmetic, British history, and penmanship at the Catholic school. Joe knew they could not afford to look as poor as they were, so he spent firewood money buying decent clothes from the Eaton’s catalogue. He had one good white shirt and two celluloid collars that his father had left behind, and his father’s horse boots, which had been returned from South Africa courtesy of the regiment, along with a belt, a knife, and an empty billfold.

The capitalists who leased the Pontiac’s magnificent white pine forests from the Crown lived in Montreal, New York, and London, but there was also a local hierarchy, with Father Jeremiah Lillis, SJ, near the top and the O’Briens near the bottom. Joe understood how much better it was near the top than the bottom each time Mme Painchaud served them crumpets and blueberry jam while they worked at geometry proofs in the priest’s cozy study or recited the poems of Alfred Lord Tennyson and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

There was life in layers in the priest’s house, an atmosphere of incipient surprise. Persian carpets covered pine boards in a voluptuous mottle of red, purple, and gold. Small, dark oil paintings bought in Cologne, Louvain, and Rome hung on the walls. Father Lillis had sent a few paintings to auction at Montreal and spent the money on stained glass windows for his study and dining room. Rich shards of colour broke through those exuberant windows, and exotic scents—silver polish, English tobacco, China tea—drifted though the chiaroscuro rooms. The air was denser there, more laden than the pellucid, astringent atmosphere of the spruce clearings; in that light, even young children could pronounce German poetry and leaf through New York and London magazines.

They were encouraged to tell stories and make jokes. They learned to laugh in a way impossible at home, with the ghost of their father and their mother’s stricken demeanour. Their own language became a supple, bending thing for them. It was in the priest’s house that Joe began awarding nicknames. Grattan became “Sojer Boy” because he liked to wear their father’s belt buckle with its regimental crest. Tom loved to serve at Mass, so he became “Priesteen” or, more often, “the Little Priest.” Both girls said they wanted to become nuns, and Joe nicknamed rambunctious Hope “Sister Merry Precious Aloysius,” while dainty little Kate was “Sister Peevish Sacred Sublime.” The little girls loved organizing rituals in the woods, draping a tablecloth over a tree stump for an altar where the Little Priest could say Mass. Pouring spring water from a birchbark cup, the Little Priest baptized dolls Joe had made for the girls out of straw, moss, and scraps of moose hide.

No one ever called Joe anything but Joe, except their mother, who, when distracted or ill, sometimes called him Michael.

From the start, the priest ordered them to imagine lives elsewhere. “Plan on getting out of here,” he kept telling them. Learning the waltz was learning to live outside what they knew, a rehearsal, practice. Waltzing had always been the old priest’s exercise of defiance, of his own grace and strength, as well as his assuage of loneliness, and to Joe it became a suggestion that life might hold more than one room—even a gorgeous room in a priest’s house—could possibly contain. The lush strangeness of the music stimulated his ambition and determination, qualities that sometimes tasted like steel in his mouth.

There were perch and shad in the Ottawa, trout in some of the streams. In winter Joe and his brothers sometimes chipped through eighteen grey inches of ice before they could drop their fishhooks. There were ducks in the autumn, and woodcock and partridge. Beaver had been trapped out. As for game, there were few deer left in the Pontiac. In spring, moose tormented by blackflies went splashing into the river and sometimes were carried off by the current and drowned.

Joe raised a beef every year and cut and sold firewood. Sojer Boy ran sheep, the Little Priest kept pigs. The girls tended the milk cow and dug a potato garden every summer. They gathered wild strawberries in June and blueberries in July, raspberries and blackberries later in the summer. They sowed wheat or rye and had meadows good for one cut of hay.

Their stepfather was just another mouth to feed, and when he drank he was brutal, but he was absent for weeks at a time. The only other good thing about Mick Heaney was that his seed was infertile, so Ellenora did not bear any more children to share in what little they had.
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When he was fifteen, Joe knew his mother was exhausted. There were days she hadn’t the strength to get out of bed. That winter, using firewood money, he leased timber rights for fifty cents an acre on forty acres controlled by the parish, and he contracted to supply logs at such-and-such a price to a pulp mill downriver. The mill buyer told Joe he was too young to sign a contract, so he had Ellenora sign, with the priest adding his name as guarantor. Joe and his brothers spent the next four months felling and limbing leftover spruce into logs that they skidded over ice trails to the banks of the Ottawa. They saw no money until breakup season, when the logs were rafted downstream in big booms that undulated like something alive, like the skin of the river.

When Joe finally received a cheque, he was able to pay himself and his brothers wages for their winter’s work and show a net profit of nearly one hundred dollars. The winter after that, he obtained timber leases on 320 acres that had been stripped of their valuable white pine, hiring neighbours with horse teams to harvest pulp logs from the tangled second growth of alders, birch, and spruce. He opened a savings account at the Imperial Bank of Commerce branch in Shawville and became the Township of Sheen’s first newspaper subscriber, after taking out a mail subscription to the Ottawa Citizen. Whenever he went to Ottawa to see the pulp buyers, he brought back crates of oranges for his brothers and sisters, an unheard-of luxury in the clearings.

The next year he arranged to lease 1,280 acres. He rode the P&PJ to Ottawa City, bought himself a new pair of caulk boots, and hired thirty French-Canadian and Austrian lumberjacks from taverns in By Ward. When he returned, he was kept so busy dealing with his jacks, provisioners, and pulp buyers, not to mention temperamental camp cooks, that he did no sawing himself and never wore the new caulks. Instead he cleared out a log hut to use for an office, installing a window, stove, lanterns, table, and stool, ordered himself three white cotton shirts from Eaton’s catalogue, and took to wearing neckties and even, sometimes, a green eyeshade. He found he enjoyed the scratch of pen on paper, the scent of ink, the columns of figures in his own clear hand adding up to a profit.

He was seventeen. The business had developed from nothing, nourished by his talent for organization and desire to provide for his mother and his siblings, and by the fury he felt whenever he thought of his stepfather, which made him restless and meticulous.

It was a harsh world in the bush. Because he was considered a boy when he started, he could not afford to stand disrespect. He hired rough, crude men and had to rule his camps. More than once he had to use his fists or a stick of wood, or whatever was handy. He prevailed because he was lithe and quick, and because he had to. He still went to the priest’s house whenever he could, but there was no more time for jokes, for nicknames, for little girls’ doll parties.

Two or three times a week he snowshoed into the bush, following trails used by wolves more than people. From a quarter-mile away he could hear axes ringing and the bite of the saws, and the noise gave him a sense of his own worth, as nothing else ever had in the years since his father had left them.

The old priest’s house had stimulated Joe, allowing him to imagine riches, style, a singing depth of life. Now he had a business of his own and felt its spirit like a half-broke horse between his legs. He loved being alone in his hut, perched on a stool: ledger spread open, a fire snapping in the Quebec heater, the light of the frozen woods gleaming outside. Marking and turning pages in the ledgers gave him a beautiful sense of control. He knew that the stronger he was, the stronger they all would be.

That winter his mother’s strength was tearing in a dozen places all at once. Dry in the hips, weak in the limbs, Ellenora was letting go of her life. Sitting on her bed, her daughters fed her spoonfuls of water with apple juice, buttered bread, and mutton cut up into small pink cubes she could barely swallow.

One evening Ellenora asked Joe to drag out a leather portmanteau from under her bed. After digging into it, she wordlessly handed him a letter from a man in Montreal who claimed to have served in the Transvaal with his father and wanted to be repaid seventeen dollars Michael had borrowed from him.


A dept of honour and I would forgive it of pore Michael but there is a wife my own and children, in circomstances, coud you if possible send it there way please.



There was an address on Sebastopol Street in Montreal, and Joe wrote a cheque that night and walked all the way to Fort Coulonge the next day to put it in the post. Trudging home, he could feel money’s heft and flex, what it might do for a man and for those near him.

One afternoon near the end of that winter, he was working on his accounts when Grattan and Tom came out to the log hut and told him that Mick Heaney had been putting his hands up the girls’ dresses and feeling their private parts. Apparently it had been going on for months, but Hope, twelve, had been too embarrassed to say anything until she realized that their stepfather was also bothering little Kate, who was so frightened she had been wetting their bed.

They all knew something about the sex urge, at least in animals. They had seen shivaree bachelors waving bloody sheets from newlyweds’ windows. At weddings and at wakes they were used to seeing rowdies fighting, usually over a girl, and Joe had felt compulsions of which he was ashamed spilling inside his head like porridge boiling over on a stove.

Joe was hurt that Hope had gone to Grattan instead of coming to him, as eldest brother, but he had already sensed that his sisters were a little afraid of him. As boss of a timber gang, he had grown accustomed to giving sharp orders and being instantly obeyed. He could sound ferocious.

He considered consulting the old priest, then figured that the fewer the people who knew, the less it would harm the girls.

“Have you told Mother?”

“I haven’t,” Grattan replied.

“Don’t. We handle this ourselves, alone.”

“How?”

“Not sure. I’ll figure out something.” The outline of a plan was already taking shape in his mind. “Mother doesn’t need more trouble. Anyway, she couldn’t make him stop.”

“What can we do, then?”

“We’ll make him stop.”

Tom, the youngest brother, the Little Priest, gazed at Joe. “How?” Joe shrugged. “There are three of us. Only one of him.”

“But he’s a man.”

Tom looked as if the rolled neck of his sweater, which Ellenora had knitted for their father, could swallow him. It had come back in the box all the way from Cape Town, courtesy of the regiment, the oily wool smelling of sheep and flecked with crumbs of orange sawdust.

“Let me think it over,” Joe told them.

At the supper table he watched his sisters. Hope was bright-eyed, freckled, and noisy. Kate, the youngest, was fair, and quieter. They wore new dresses paid for with pulpwood money. He wouldn’t have been able to tell that anything was wrong with his sisters just by looking at them. Mick had been gone for days and was probably wandering the district, sleeping in sugar shacks and fiddling in taverns from Fort Coulonge to Shawville.

After supper Kate and Hope washed up while the brothers split and stacked a week’s worth of stove wood. Then, kneeling around their mother’s bed, they prayed a decade of the rosary while Ellenora lay with her head on a fresh linen pillowcase, reciting Hail Marys in a parched whisper, prayer beads knotted in bony fingers.

In the Pontiac it was common for people who fell sick in winter to die in spring. Once their mother was gone there would be nothing holding them to the country. Father Lillis had spoken to Hope and Kate about their vocations and had written to an old friend who was Mother Superior at the Visitation Convent in Ottawa.

“The Visitations are a very quiet bunch, Joe, unlike some orders I could mention. They’ll welcome those girls of yours.”

Whenever Joe brought home a crate of oranges, Grattan had always peeled off the colourful labels and pasted them in a scrapbook. When the old priest asked him, Grattan said that, more than anything else, he wanted to go to California.

“I’ll write my Franciscan friends at Santa Barbara,” the old priest told Joe. “We’ll see if we can’t find your boy something to land on. He has just enough polish, and he knows how to work, thanks to you.”

The priest had already written on Tom’s behalf to the Jesuits. When the time came, the Little Priest would start his scholastic training for the priesthood at St. John’s College, which had recently started calling itself Fordham, in the Bronx, New York.

“I still have a few strings to pull, Joe, some reaching as far as Rome. A Jesuit in the family polishes the apple you’ll hand to God.”

The old man must have known he was hurting himself by sending the children away. But perhaps he felt he had no choice, not at his time of life, not after the sins he had committed. The O’Briens were his seeds and he was going to scatter them. They would be his sacrifice, his offering.

The younger children understood that the time was approaching when they would be cast into the world. In the meantime they needed to attend their mother, to hold on to her for as long as they could. When they finished saying the rosary, Hope untangled their mother’s beads from her fingers and they each kissed her lips, which were dry and tasted of salts. Later, while the others slept, Joe lay awake, planning how to deal with his stepfather. It would be best for family solidarity if Grattan and Tom took a hand.

For once he was impatient for his stepfather’s return, and impatience kept him awake. When he tried to sleep, his thoughts fluttered on wings of their own, like birds caught in a house. It was possible Mick had been beaten up, even killed, in some tavern brawl—there were plenty of people, on both sides of the river, who had a score to settle. Maybe he was lying in a ditch somewhere, drunk or dead.

Restlessness pumped a kind of acid through nerves and muscle, and Joe couldn’t keep from thrashing his limbs, from beating his pillow, from twisting and bunching his blankets. When he finally slept, he dreamed of a horse galloping across the river at breakup, ice slabs buckling under the pressure and rearing up in hunks to slash at the animal’s legs. He awoke panting and lay in the dark with eyes open, not moving, waiting for the anxiety stirred by the dream to subside before he got out of bed, pulled on his clothes, and awakened his brothers. As he pulled on his boots he remembered watching his father put on his own boots; the memory was just an image of powerful hands and fingers drawing yellow rawhide laces tight. Joe shook his head. Dreams and memories never really added up, and he had always tried to leave them in the bedroom as coldly as he could, not to waste daylight worrying about them.

Before Tom and Grattan left for school, the three of them collected axe handles, staves, and rope and stored them in the cowshed. But Mick did not show that day, and the rest of the week didn’t see his shadow either. In the bright, cold March afternoons Joe tied on snowshoes and trudged out to count and mark the pulpwood neatly stacked along the banks of the Ottawa, acres of forest transformed into piles of raw logs. He stood to make a good profit, but that week found him making elementary mistakes in his accounts, strewing pages of his ledger with smudges and blots resembling the spoor of some animal from the deep woods—a wolverine, or a lynx.

Joe was confident that he possessed the qualities needed for business success, and he was determined one day to have a family of his own. He knew the religious life was not for him; nonetheless, he could not stop feeling envious of the careful arrangements Father Lillis had been making for his brothers and sisters.

“What about me? Can you not found an order that would have me, Father?” He kept his tone light, so the old priest would think he was joking. Perhaps it was an eldest brother’s instinct to dominate in all realms that made him wish the old priest saw in him too the makings of a Jesuit, or at least a Franciscan.

“Leave vocations for the others, Joe.” Father Lillis swallowed a piece of muffin, then used a damask napkin to wipe the buttery crumbs from his lips. “Holy Mother Church ain’t what she used to be. How many fellows on your payroll this winter?”

“I got sixty-one.”

“Horses?”

“Most days, twenty. You think I ought to stay in the bush? Is that what you’re telling me? That this is all I’m good for?”

“I don’t say so! A fellow like you, with plenty of go, doesn’t require an old Father writing letters on his behalf. Do you more harm than good. Follow your own nose, Joe. Stick with your business way of thinking and you’ll do well for yourself.”

In fact the old priest had not been able to write any letters of introduction on Joe’s behalf. He had tried, but after a few lines he was overcome with tears and a sense of desolation so palpable he could touch it. The priest recognized that this was his own death coming. He was seventy-four by then, short of breath; two or three more Pontiac winters would wear him out and the spring would carry him away.

At seventeen Joe wasn’t tall and never would be. He was no longer slender, no longer a beautiful boy. He was stocky and tough. Everything about him, though, was meticulous. The quick blue eyes, the black hair, the pallor—Joe was a piece of energy, and the priest was certain anyone with half a brain could read the aptitude behind those eyes. Joe O’Brien didn’t need an old Jesuit of tumultuous repute writing tear-stained testimonials on his behalf.

Joe had, in fact, been following a series of articles in the Ottawa Citizen about the latest railway boom out west. General contractors and subs, mostly Scotchmen or up from the States, were laying hundreds of miles of branch and spur lines across newly opened wheat country on the far prairies—“the Last, Best West,” the newspaper called it, “Breadbasket of the British Empire”—while a second and third line through the sea of British Columbia mountains to the Pacific were being planned. It seemed clear there was opportunity out there for someone used to organizing gangs of men and working them hard, but he had always had a lurking sense that if he left the Pontiac for good, he would disappear. Not just lose touch with what was left of his family but also lose himself. The world had taken his father and not given him back.

Maybe it was just the shyness of the ill-born. He’d grown up in the backwoods, after all, and felt strong enough there; but his strength might not carry elsewhere. He figured he would stick it out in the Pontiac after his mother died and the others left to take up the lives the priest had designed for them. His brothers and sisters had grown up believing their mother’s fairy stories. Believing the future was in a blue bottle. They loved talking about their dreams, the way she did; but dream talk and fairy stories had never made sense to Joe, and he’d shut them out of his mind, like troublesome insects.

There was enough scope for his ambition in the Pontiac. Pulp logging was money to count on until he had sufficient capital to enter the lumber trade, where solid fortunes were still being made. When he made his, he’d build himself a mansion house of stone or brick, like those he’d seen at Bryson, Renfrew, and Ottawa. And yet: it was astonishing to read that some railway contracts through the Rockies were being let out at eighty-five thousand dollars per mile.

Spring filtered slowly into the Pontiac that year. Some days, looking up, Joe saw patterns of geese winging north in a soft blue sky, and the air had a sweetness and smelled of mud. He postponed the future and waited for Mick Heaney to show up, and watched his mother dying.

Ellenora took no food and only a little water. The girls washed her every afternoon with soft yellow sponges and rubbed an ointment made from fat and mashed herbs on her sprouting bedsores. On the first of April it snowed a foot, and the old priest, wrapped in a buffalo robe and complaining bitterly of the cold, rode out from Sheenboro on a sleigh, heard Ellenora’s confession, and offered her the sacrament of extreme unction. She refused to see a doctor, and no one knew how much longer she would last. The wise woman with her blue bottle had been dead for years.

The morning after the priest’s visit, Hope was hanging laundry on the porch when she caught sight of Mick Heaney coming up the road, and she hurried inside to tell Joe. Their stepfather had set his fiddle down on the porch and was pissing in a snowbank when Joe came up behind him, threw a harness strap over him, and knocked him down.

Kate and Hope, shawls around their heads, breathing steam into the chilly air, watched Tom and Grattan kneel on Mick’s chest and Joe wrap his wrists and ankles with the same thick cord they used for tying up hogs and sheep. It had started snowing in large, wet flakes.

Lemme gah, yuh sons a’ bitches.

They tried to carry Mick into the barn but he writhed and bucked so frantically they dropped him on the frozen mud, where he lay snapping like a turtle, eyes violet against the skin of fresh snow.

Tear yuh lip to hole, yuh crowd a’ skunks.

“Come on, boys, let’s pick him up,” Joe ordered.

Tom stood back, looking worried. “Do you really think we ought to?”

“Yeah, Joe, are you sure?” asked Grattan.

Ah’ll fuckin crack the jaysus outta yuh. Lemme gah.

Joe kicked Mick in the ribs, hard. Mick grunted and sucked breath, too startled to scream.

“Listen,” Joe said. Hunkering down, he caught the acrid stink of Mick’s breath. Their stepfather was flopping like a fresh-caught trout, sucking and biting air.

“We don’t care if you live or die,” Joe said softly. “There isn’t anyone to hear you, and no one to care if they did. So save your breath.”

Mick stopped writhing and lay still. The whites of his eyes were stained yellow, his nose and cheeks strewn with a raw lacework of red and purple veins.

Joe stood up and glanced at his sisters on the porch, wrapped in their shawls, fine faces pale with cold. His sisters’ thoughts and desires had always been obscure to him, as unknowable as the mental lives of animals, but he felt packed, latent, charged by his responsibility to protect them.

Tom and Grattan were rubbing their feet on the ground like nervous cattle.

“Boys,” Joe said, “this is the first of many.”

Using the toe of his boot, he rolled Mick onto his stomach, then kicked as hard as he could. Mick yelped.

“You know what that’s for. Stay off those girls.”

The snow was changing to a hissing, freezing rain. Powerful spring storms would soon be breaking down the last hunks of old snow, skid roads would be turning to mud, and another season in the woods would be over. Joe could smell open ground somewhere. If his father had not been killed in a skirmish on an African farm none of this would be happening. This day, he thought, might not exist.

Mick snuffled. Joe pressed his boot firmly between his stepfather’s shoulder blades to prevent him rolling over or trying to stand up.

It was the sort of day when a horse might slip on the skid road and break a leg. Rain would lacquer bare branches with drippings of silver, and soon it would be mud season, when nothing moved, when the ice on the river was too soft to bear weight, when everything was an argument for staying put, counting up, waiting. The whole country locked down under a kind of mystery.

“You next, Little Priest. Everyone must take a crack,” Joe said.

Tom stopped scratching the ground with his boot and gazed down at their stepfather. On the porch the two girls had clasped hands.

“Go on. Give him one, but hard.”

But Tom still hesitated.

Joe squatted, seizing a handful of Mick’s hair. “Listen to me. Touch any one of us, and we’ll do you worse and worse. We’ll cut off your old pecker and put it up your nose.”

Tom suppressed a wild giggle as Joe stood up.

“Now.”

Tom stepped forward suddenly and booted Mick in his haunches. Mick screamed.

“Not hard enough,” Joe said. “Now you, Sojer Boy. Give it to him good.”

Grattan’s kick was powerful enough to flop Mick over on his back, where he lay groaning and rubbing his face with his bound wrists in what looked like a pantomime of someone waking from a deep sleep.

“Let me try again, Joe,” Tom said. “I didn’t really get much of a piece of him.”

Pig killing began that way. Slowly, almost shyly. Smoke and steam and nippy air. The tang of steel knives being honed. And ended, always, with frenzy, laughter and shouting, and black blood soaking the ground.

“Hold on until we get him in the shed,” Joe said.

Mick was snuffling again.

“Cry all you want,” Joe told him. “You’ll still get what’s coming.”

Seizing Mick under his scrawny shoulders, Joe and Grattan began dragging him towards the barn while Tom ran ahead to let the cow out. They laid him down on the straw and shit, then picked up their axe handles and hefted them.

Joe struck first, then the others. Each blow made a smacking sound, like water bursting on rocks. Joe could hear his brothers breathing hard and see their breath fluting in the damp, chilly air. Tom was giggling and crying at the same time. Not all that different from a pig killing.

“That’s enough,” Joe said finally. “Stop.”

Mick lay gurgling in the straw, lips split like overripe berries. Pink blood foamed at his nostrils. He had soiled himself, and the air stank of excrement and blood. Reaching down, Joe seized Mick’s wet shirtfront. The backs of his hands had green bruises, big as walnuts. He was weeping.

Standing in the muddy shed with the rain hissing outside and his stepfather flopping like a broken bird at his feet, Joe felt a heightened awareness of the world, its patterns of noise, light, and smell, and at the same time he saw his life’s path with new clarity and vivacity. He would not stay in this country, this forest, the watershed of the Ottawa. It was dark and restricted. He would head out west and take some position—junior clerk, say, or assistant purchasing agent—with one of the big railway contractors. Studying the business from the inside, he would see how money—eighty-five thousand per mile!—flowed through a big undertaking. Once he had learned the courses and channels money took, identified the dams and floods and leaks, he could assemble his own combination of men, money, machinery, and take on such works himself. Running timber gangs in the bush—sixty rugged fellows, half of them without a word of English—had taught him how to organize men, get the job done, and see a profit, always.

And out there he must find a sort of woman who was a better, finer person than he was, and win her somehow, make himself live up to her beauty and ideals and protect her and the family they would make together. He’d spend his love on her and their children, be profligate with love, and she would teach him all sorts of fine, delicate, harmonious things.

Ashling was his mother’s word for a strong vision, the kind that came at you, slightly disordered, at moments when you were living on your feelings because you had nothing else to go by, when you’d stepped outside the rules and the regular tempo of life.

“Hear me now, you old buzzard.” Joe slapped him until Mick stopped snuffling. “Come after us, lay a hand on any one in this family, I’ll kill you and burn what’s left on the trash heap, understand?”

Pulling off the harness strap, Joe threw it over a nail. Then, using his father’s knife, he cut the cords binding Mick’s hands and feet. They left him lying on the straw. Once they were outside, Joe herded his brothers towards the cabin.

“Do you think the fellow’s alive, Joe?”

“Did we kill him?”

“I don’t know and don’t much care.”

Joe sent the girls into their mother’s room. Then he put the big kettle on the stove and he and his brothers stripped off their clothes. They were not accustomed to bathing in the morning, but all three stood together in the copper tub and scrubbed each other’s backs. Joe and Grattan took turns sluicing the warm water over their heads. When he was clean and dry, Joe went out with a pail of water, a towel, a shirt, and twenty dollars he intended to give Mick, along with a warning to never again show his face. But the fiddle was gone from the porch and Mick was gone from the shed, leaving nothing behind but his blood on the straw.
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Ellenora died in late April, hemorrhaging and coughing blood. The girls washed the body and scrubbed the room, and that evening Joe went in to take his turn standing by the bed where the long, narrow frame of their mother lay, rosary beads twined through her fingers. Her face was yellow and lined, and it seemed to him that every part of her had shrunken except the nose and ears.

He had seen men nearly killed in fights and logging accidents, but his mother’s was the first corpse he had seen, and apart from its stillness what struck him was how fragile, insubstantial, and temporary her body seemed. Ellenora’s struggles and losses, her hard work and suffering, had developed from meagre flesh and sinew, a collection of fragile bones. It seemed extraordinary that a body could house the energy a mind produced, the secret powers to love and hate, forget and remember.

No one was interested in buying the farm in the clearing at any price. Joe sold the livestock and equipment at auction, plus his wall tents, cookstoves, and logging tools. He split the proceeds among his brothers and sisters but kept the profits his pulpwood operation had made, the seed of another business that must eventually stand behind them all.

Hope and Kate were bound for the Visitations in Ottawa. Grattan had a job offer from a wealthy Santa Barbara citrus grower, a benefactor of Father Lillis’s Franciscans. Joe would accompany Tom to the Bronx and see him settled at Fordham, then head for Calgary via Chicago, Minneapolis, and Winnipeg.

On the morning they were all due to leave, Joe went out early and set fire to his little shed, then stood watching it burn to the ground with everything—ledgers, eyeshade, snowshoes, ink bottle—inside. He had wanted to burn the house down as well, but the others begged him not to. They were thinking they’d come back some day. Joe thought they wouldn’t—who returns willingly to a place of sorrow?—but the place was still standing when they left in a hired wagon, the girls up front with the teamster, the brothers on straw bales, all of them wearing yellow kid gloves Joe had bought for a going-away present.

They stopped at the priest’s house for breakfast. After the buckwheat pancakes, gooseberry jam, and hot, sweet coffee, Father Lillis asked Mme Painchaud to crank up the Victrola, and as the waltz poured from the horn—to Joe it sounded like a twitter of birdsong mixed into a rushing, galloping rhythm of panicked horses—they each took a turn flying around the room in the arms of the old priest.

Joe was last.

“God bless you, God bless you,” the priest whispered.

“And you, Father.”

The old man shuffled a few more steps, then laid his head on Joe’s shoulder and began to sob. Holding him, Joe felt the priest’s frailty, and in his own throat he felt a metallic soreness, which he reckoned must be love. He kissed the old man, and then they all bowed their heads to receive his blessing; Joe could hear the teamster outside stamping his boots impatiently and the horses whinnying for more hay.

They made one more stop, at the Catholic cemetery. The inscription on the granite slab Joe had ordered and paid for gave the facts of his parents’ lives. Facts were all that were suitable for stone; anything else seemed vain and vainglorious. Their father’s birth date wasn’t mentioned because they didn’t know it.


Ellenora Scanlon O’Brien,
Born 1870 Died 29th April 1904
Wife of
Miceál O’Brien,
Died 1900
Buried in S. Africa



The girls placed handfuls of tiny, pale wildflowers on the grave, and then they all climbed back aboard. They were only a couple of miles farther along when Joe heard the caw of a fiddle—and there was Mick Heaney stumbling out of the bush, a rancid grin on his face, plucking and sawing the instrument held in the crook of his arm.

Joe ordered the teamster to pick up the pace, but the man complained of heavy mud and said he wouldn’t be winding his horses for the sake of a two-dollar trip. Joe was furious—with the teamster, with Mick Heaney, and most of all with himself for not burning the old place down to a heap of black char, broken glass, and ashes when he’d had the chance, because now he realized that Mick Heaney would saunter back to the clearing and dig himself in, selling timothy hay off their meadow, gathering berries from bushes they had tended and fertilized, shaking apples off their trees, living to a fetid old age pickled in raw whisky, and probably dying in the bed their mother had died in.

Fiddling furiously, Mick stumbled after the wagon. Joe yearned to throw something at him but there was nothing at hand. If he’d kept his rifle he might have issued a warning shot, sent a bullet snapping past his stepfather’s ear, but the rifle had been sold along with everything else. He thought of jumping down to deliver another thrashing, but the teamster would spread the story—Heaney and O’Brien! Battling in the mud like a pair of roosters!—and Joe hated the thought of people laughing at him after he was gone. He struggled to contain his anger. No use dirtying his boots and staining the turn-ups of his trousers with the mud of the Pontiac, which he meant to escape cleanly, and forever.

Instead of looking back he studied his brothers and sisters. The Little Priest was reading a novel by Joseph Conrad; Sojer Boy had slipped off his kid gloves and was cleaning his fingernails with a bit of straw. Kate and Hope were chatting with the teamster. It was suddenly clear to him that his siblings did not share his sense of deprivation, or the fury that was inside him. The strains of “Bonaparte’s Retreat” gripped and taunted him, but to them the bleating, yapping fiddle was just the noise of something they were leaving behind. It had no claim on them. It was already slipping past, like the thin breeze and the stink of muskeg.

When he next looked back Mick had fallen a long way behind. The tune had faded like old snow deep in the woods in April. After another quarter-mile he couldn’t hear anything, and when he looked back once more, there was nothing but trees, mud, and sky.
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On the platform at Union Station in Ottawa they huddled together, sharing for the last time a sense of belonging to each other. He and the Little Priest were ticketed for New York with a change at Montreal, and their train was leaving immediately. Grattan would be escorting Hope and Kate to the Visitations, then catching an evening train for Toronto, Chicago, and California.

Before Joe and Tom boarded, Grattan presented them each with a twenty-five-cent cigar. “There you are, boys. Smoke the best!”

Joe felt his throat narrow once more with that metallic feeling as he shook hands with Sojer Boy. But he knew he had done his best for them. They were safe, and leaving behind the thin, acidic soil of the clearings. They were all on their way to richer ground. Hope and Kate were waving and laughing merrily as the locomotive chuffed steam and sucked air into its brakes and Negro porters hurried the last passengers aboard. The whistle howled, the engine gave a tug, steel couplings clanked up and down the length of the train, and the cars began rolling. Grattan and the girls ran alongside for a while, and Tom and Joe hung out the window and waved for as long as they could see them before falling into their seats.

At Montreal they boarded a Delaware and Hudson train. Later that night along the shore of Lake Champlain, while the Little Priest slept, Joe sat in the smoking car puffing his twenty-five-cent cigar, savouring a sense of majestic loneliness and freedom as the train raced south to New York City. He had done all he could to ensure that his brothers and sisters were safe and settled, but for himself he needed more than safety. He needed risks and danger and lots of room to grow, and that was why he would go out west.
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Stepping onto the platform at Grand Central Depot at seven o’clock in the morning, Joe and the Little Priest were swept along in a herd of businessmen and handsome, well-dressed girls hurrying through the tunnels, riding up the electric stairs, and pouring out into a street howling with motor cabs and buses. Joe sensed energy and wanton danger. Eager for a glimpse of the ocean, he thought he smelled the tang of salt water on a bright breeze smacking up Lexington Avenue.

They both wanted breakfast. At a diner on Third Avenue they sat guarding their baggage at their feet while a Negro rattled handfuls of silverware on the counter and a waiter sloshed coffee into two mugs.

“Gosh, Joe, it all sure moves fast.” The Little Priest spoke so softly Joe could barely hear him over the clatter. They had fed at cookhouses packed elbow to elbow with Frenchmen, but never in such a hectic, steamy place as this. Joe ordered ham and eggs for them both from a greasy menu card. Dozens of strangers were gulping coffee, cramming doughnuts into their mouths, and leaving nickel tips.

“Do you suppose it’s like this in the Bronx, Joe?”

Looking at Tom, he noticed for the first time his resemblance to their mother. The Little Priest had always been an anxious child, shy of strangers and especially terrified of the bunkhouse men and hoboes who roamed the Pontiac in logging season. When he admitted he was afraid of being “stolen,” Joe had reassured him that boys were never stolen except in the old stories of witches, Whiteboys, and roving spirits, but there was nothing much he could say to adjust the flame of such caustic anxiety. Nonetheless, the Little Priest had slept soundly aboard the train while Joe sat up the whole night, watching the dark country flash by, and the quick, yellow-lit platforms of upstate towns. And the Little Priest was now eating ham and eggs with gusto—Joe had observed that his brother’s anxieties rarely interfered with his appetite.

“I guess you’ll get used to it,” Joe said.

New Yorkers swam in the noise and rush of the diner as naturally as trout in a swift stream. The brazen babble of voices, the clatter of dishes, the florid steam of a dozen steel coffee urns—it was all ordinary and entirely normal as far as these people were concerned, a complex of violent sensualities so commonplace that their faces looked, if anything, bored.

Unfolding a sheet of gilt-edged cream notepaper, Joe checked Father Lillis’s instructions, which were written in thick black cursive.


N.Y. to St. John’s College, Fordham, The Bronx.
Strongly advise take Harlem North train. Check sched. on G.C. board. Costs more than 3rd Ave. El but direct to Fordham Sta. without change. Same route return G.C. Depot.

Penn Central Depot, Hoboken, N.J.
(for Chicago w. connect. for Minneapolis w. connect. for Winnipeg)
From G.C.D. 3rd Avenue El, so. to 14th Street.
14th Ave. car. w. to end of line. Walk so. to 10th St. Pier & Penn. Central Ferry crossing Hudson R.

If overnight in N.Y.
Society of Jesus, 39 E. 83rd St.
Show this note. They will give you a bed.

Your Father in Christ,
Jeremiah Lillis, S.J.



After breakfast they hurried back to Grand Central. The pace of the city forced everyone to speed, and it was impossible for them not to hurry. Clearly, though, some people had dropped out of the race. Vagabonds lay on the sidewalks, smothered in humps of rags. At the corner of 42nd Street and Fifth Avenue a burly woman with a face like a purple pumpkin and slits for eyes held out a tin cup, the crowd streaming around her as if she were a rock in a river,


Help Me

I am Blind



scrawled on cardboard hung around her neck.

At the depot Joe looked up at the board and found a Harlem North train leaving in seven minutes. They raced through the tunnels and boarded it just in time. Their car was nearly empty, and they both claimed window seats just as the train started to roll. Soon it had left the tunnels and was running along elevated tracks. Joe stared down at long avenues hectic with horse cars and omnibuses, with children dodging traffic and boys at every street corner standing on crates, hawking newspapers. Streets flashed by in swords of light, offering glimpses of the shiny East River. Women with bare arms leaned out the windows of tenements, panting in the heat, so near Joe felt he could almost touch them. There was something charged and warm about such relentless, impersonal intimacy. Hundreds of people eating breakfast in tiny kitchens, with no one bothering to look up as the train rumbled past.

There were houses full of whores in Ottawa, women of all nationalities. He had overheard his cooks and bunkhouse men talk of whores who’d do anything for a dollar—and three dollars bought a fellow the whole night. This city was probably full of such women. He could certainly afford the money. But anyone with three dollars could have a whore, and it was purity that attracted him, purity and cleanliness. He must have the sort of clean girl whose family wouldn’t let her have anything to do with a fellow from the clearings. Not until he had made something of himself, done something powerful—and even then they’d be wary.

He glanced at his brother across the aisle. The Little Priest was fast asleep, head thrown back, mouth wide open.

The train crossed the black ribbon of the Harlem River, more or less saltwater, Joe figured, and therefore an arm of the sea, which joined everything and separated everything: the rim of the world.

For many months after his father’s disappearance Joe had imagined him still alive in their house—living there in secret, hiding out behind the walls. Putting his ear to the plaster when no one was watching, Joe would listen for sounds through the whitewash and lath, through wadded insulation of horsehair and crumpled newspapers. Of course, all he’d ever heard was the scrabbling of mice.

He would be making his own way from now on, teaching himself what he needed to learn. No need of ghosts rattling inside the walls. No need of anyone. He knew how to hold himself within himself. A fellow needed a good hard shell to survive. It was important to be able to see things as they were.
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The morning had thickened into a blaze of spring heat by the time the Harlem North train deposited them on the sleepy platform of Fordham Station and slid away into the deeper mysteries of Westchester. In the Pontiac on such a warm spring day, the birches would be opening, unfurling bright leaves against the dark mass of fir and spruce. The Ottawa would be thick and sandy with runoff, the first brood of blackflies rising along replete streams.

And where was Mick Heaney now? Hard to imagine he still existed in the world.

“Joe!”

Joe looked around. The Little Priest had set down his grip on the pavement and was pulling out his handkerchief. Dabbing his face, he looked young and frightened. “I guess I don’t want to be a priest after all. I want to go home, Joe. Can’t we just go home?”

“Where? Where’s home?”

The Little Priest gazed at him helplessly.

“Listen,” Joe said. “Don’t worry about the priesthood. You’re not even a scholastic yet. No one’s rushing you. You’ve got three years of novitiate.”

“I don’t care. I want to go home.” His lower lip was trembling, and he stuttered his words.

“Mother’s gone. There’s not home no more.” And if you’re going to cry, Joe thought, cry now. Cry in front of me, not in front of them. I won’t hold it against you, but they will.

“W-we can log next winter. I’d help you with the business.”

“We’re here, Tom. You must give the place a try.”

“You’ll leave me and I’ll never see you again.”

“Aw, sure you will. Come on. You’re just tired. Here, let me.” Joe reached down for his brother’s grip. The Little Priest grabbed it and held on for a second, then gave it up, and they continued along the road. Joe saw the campus gates up ahead.

“C’mon, Priesteen.” Joe smiled. “You’ll probably be pope someday. Pope Priesteen the First—wouldn’t that be something?”
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After helping Tom unpack his things in a stark white cell, Joe said goodbye to his brother out on the Fordham lawn, where a bunch of boys were choosing sides for a game of baseball. In the Pontiac they’d played shinny when the wind blew the frozen bays clear, but never baseball. It was one of the rituals the Little Priest would have to learn.

They shook hands and then Tom turned away quickly, trying to hide his tears. Joe clapped him on the back and tried to say something funny, but his throat had seized up again. He turned and started walking across the dense, springy carpet of lawn. For a long time he could hear the players’ shouts and the crack of the bat when someone hit the ball, but he didn’t look back. He forced himself to notice the milky scent of clipped grass, the mustiness of elms still damp from a night’s rain, the clatter of traffic along the Fordham road. The world operated through a kind of massive carelessness, it seemed. Part of being strong was being able to walk away when you had to. When there was no other choice.

He didn’t look back once.
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New York seethed with buying and selling, a grammar of shouts and argument backed by a chorus of screeching trolleys. From Grand Central Depot Joe walked over to Third Avenue and caught the El to 14th Street, where he bought two hot dogs with mustard from a street vendor and stood on the sidewalk munching, his grip between his feet. The danger was lively, intriguing, and he felt as spirited as a trotting horse.

Instead of catching a car along 14th he began walking west towards the Hudson. Was this how their father had felt after leaving them?

Weightless. Empty. If he threw himself under a streetcar the world would go on making noise.

A peddler was hawking hats from a stack. Joe tried hats on until he located a straw boater that fit. He paid two dollars for it and put it on at a rakish tilt, the way he’d seen other fellows wearing their straws.

It was a long way out to the river. The last blocks were mangy and bleak, with four-horse drays and motor trucks jerking in and out of warehouses, metal wheels clattering over cobblestones. There were slaughterhouses in the neighbourhood. He smelled blood and offal and heard the crying of animals. The city had a killer side.

At last he came out to the Hudson. Steamers with raked funnels, barges, and luggers with dirty sails were moving up, down, and across. The brilliant sheet of New York Bay opened to the south. The pungency of creosote, timbers, and low tide was exotic, exhilarating. A new world it was.

He started walking south past a set of ramshackle wharves. Streetwalkers stood at the corners and waited in bunches outside taverns. Their huge hats had little sprays of flowers attached, and they held Chinese umbrellas against the wild beat of the sun.

At the corner of 12th Street a girl hooked his arm and whispered, “Hey, sojer, fifty cents and we’ll have a nice time.” But he shook her off and kept walking, startled by the light in her pale green eyes.

He had more or less accepted the obligation to save himself for marriage, but it was stunning to realize that handsome, well-dressed women could be bought for little more than the cost of breakfast. Even stranger to think that the girl he must marry someday, who would bear his children, must be alive now somewhere, thinking and breathing, waiting for him without knowing who he was. As he waited for her.

He thought of the globe the old priest kept in his study. The Pontiac, no bigger than a speck of sawdust, was tucked into a bend of a thin, filigreed line labelled in minuscule letters: “Ottawa R.” In those days the size of the world had been a relief to contemplate, however abstractly. Now it was anything but abstract.

Dirty gulls stalked the planking of the 10th Street pier. The ticket seller said he had just missed the Hoboken ferry. He could see it out in the river, thrashing its way across to New Jersey and the Penn Central Depot.

“Where are you headed, sir?” the ticket seller asked.

“Chicago.”

“The four thirty-five? You’ll still make your train. Next ferry’s in an hour. Plenty of time.”

Joe looked down at a small excursion steamer berthed on the downstream side of the pier, loading passengers—men in ice-cream suits and spats, women wearing summer dresses. Their chatter sounded gay and excited, as though it were Dominion Day or the Queen’s Birthday and they were on a holiday excursion. The deckhands brown as bears.

A boy thrust a bill into Joe’s hand—


O’CONNOR’S HOTEL,

W. Brighton Beach

Coney Island

SEASIDE ACCOMMODATIONS,

OCEAN VIEWS BATHING

All meals,

Reasonable.

STEAMERS DEPART & RETURN 10TH ST. PIER ON THE HOUR



As he watched the last people boarding the little steamer, its whistle spat two impatient shrieks.

No one was waiting for him across the river. No one in Chicago, Minneapolis, Winnipeg, or Calgary. Once he reached the West he would have to start becoming someone, to build something out of nothing. Out of the Pontiac, the backbone of hardship, the memory of rough hands tying bootlaces. These things were all that held him together now.

He wanted to be alone with himself, to block out the world for a few days. He’d come out stronger; he knew he would.

Picking up his grip, he hurried down the steep ramp and boarded the little paddlewheeler. After paying the fifty-cent fare, he went forward to stand in the bow. A moment later her lines were thrown and she backed off the wharf and began slipping downriver, past the black butts of wrecked piers.

The air was active, like steam gushing from a kettle. Joe watched flights of black ducks streaking over the surface of the bay as the little steamer slipped below the palisade of grey buildings that punched into Manhattan’s sky like curled fists. Now no one knew him in the world, and he was both frightened and excited by his freedom.
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On Coney Island he took a room at O’Connor’s Hotel: four dollars a day, breakfast included, dinners extra. In flaring sunlight he walked the beach wearing his straw boater, carrying his shoes. Men and girls in bathing costumes hurtled into chilly waves. He bought a suit of bathing flannels, black. At a saloon on Surf Avenue he ate oysters, drank two cold mugs of Milwaukee beer, and thought of the girls whose fathers owned shops in Shawville or were professional men, girls he had never spoken to and never would see again.

He felt like a person without a name. It wasn’t such a bad feeling.

Standing at the mahogany bar, foot on a brass rail, he bought a bottle of whisky without knowing exactly why and slipped it into his coat pocket. He had never liked the smell of whisky.

Surf Avenue blazed with thousands of electric lights. Ignoring the hawkers and shills at the arcades and freak shows, he walked back to his hotel, aware of the weight and pressure of the slender, curved bottle in his pocket.

He had left his window open, and the sheer curtains fluttered in the night breeze. Taking a notepad and pencil from a small leather secretary case, he drew up a chair alongside the window and sat down. He could see the Iron Pier, outlined in electric lights, and the black ocean beyond. Uncapping the whisky, he took a swallow. The taste was bitter, but satisfying in a violent way. He made himself take another drink, then opened the pad on his knee and started writing down the names of his ancestors. He didn’t know many. Then the names of his parents and his brothers’ and sisters’ names, and their birth dates. At last he wrote down his own name, and on the next line

wife

then

sons

then

daughters

Then he began listing all the sums of money he had earned in his life, noting when and where he’d earned them, and whether as wages or profits. He listed his savings, and a valuation of every item in his grip, down to the spare collars and darned socks.

The room was a place out of time. Everything had paused, and he felt himself within himself, existing without struggle.

He kept picking up the slim bottle and taking short, sharp swallows. He could see Hope and Kate on the platform at Ottawa, waving, and Sojer Boy, brash and confident, and the Little Priest’s pale face at Fordham.

Before he could finish adding up his columns, he had fallen asleep, waking an hour or so later slumped in the chair, the flimsy curtains brushing his face. The breeze through the window was damp with mist. Stumbling to the washstand, he splashed water, urinated into a night jar, undressed, and crashed into bed. His head was whirling, but for a few unclear moments he could nearly see the girl he would find, the one he’d marry—the clear one, the cool one, white hands and graceful neck, calm voice explaining everything. Body like a flower—that beautiful, that secret.

He awoke in the morning to a window painted white with glare he couldn’t face; he had to turn away. He put on the bathing flannels and his coat over them, along with his hat and shoes. The mechanical elevator carried him silently down to the lobby and he marched across the broad verandah and down a flight of wooden steps onto the beach.

The sand was loose and walking was difficult until he reached the tide line, where the sand was still packed and moist. Slipping off his coat, he folded it neatly, placed it on top of his shoes, and walked down to confront the surf.

Wading out, he felt the cold biting at his feet, ankles, calves. When the water struck his thighs, he pitched himself into the next wave. The immersion was sharp and stinging. Swimming through the froth was a struggle but he managed to get out beyond the break, where the surface was calmer. He rolled over onto his back and shook his arms and legs, spinning droplets and splashing, tasting the salt on his lips and staring at the cold white moon still hanging in the sky.

If ever he could cut loose the past, this was where it could be done. Floating on his back in a rolling calm, he really didn’t feel much of anything. Nothing about his brothers and sisters, anyway. Just the salt and the moon and the ocean swell. And a kind of exhilaration flickering, a small flame inside the curious heat of himself.
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Each day on Coney Island began with Joe throwing himself into the ocean and ended with him sitting by the window in his hotel room with the Iron Pier and the dark sea before him, and the whisky.

During the day he plunged into waves and trudged up and down the beaches, staring out to sea. His skin darkened and his teeth and eyes glowed. Whenever he thought of the challenges and risks facing him, he felt daunted and afraid to start. The seashore and the hotel room: at certain moments he told himself these might be all and everything he needed from the world. He didn’t really believe that, and most of the time he was perfectly aware they never could be, not for him, who wanted so much more—a wife and children, money and power in the world. But still, every day—every night—some shard of instinct, some whispering inner voice was inclined to stay out there forever. To hide. To freeze. To go no farther. To be content with the sea, the room, and silence.

He spoke to no one except waiters serving meals and barmen selling whisky. At the end of the week a mass of cold rain struck the shore. With the change of light and atmosphere he felt fresh resolve. Carrying the empty whisky bottles in a sack, he settled his hotel bill, then dumped the sack in a trash barrel on Surf Avenue, caught the steamer back to 10th Street, and rode the Penn Central ferry across to Hoboken, where he boarded a train for Chicago and the West.
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