Beyond All That


As a child Lindy had longed for low branches she might swing up, to launch into the leaves, to shuck off gravity.  Then nothing could hold her.  Back on the ground her mother, Vivian, hugged her too much.  Her embrace was thick with sweat churned out from cleaning and bustling about in the St. Sebastian rectory, where incense battled with scents of PineSol and Pledge.


When Lindy was just seven she had sat in Father Joachim’s yellow kitchen.  Such an old strong memory, one that held the comfort of lemon tea and cleanliness and Father Joachim doting on her like the grandfather she’d always wished for.  Like Heidi’s grandfather, he was someone she felt she’d cross the Alps to come home to.

Weekdays at 2:30 Lindy would cross the driveway separating the school from the church and in the priest’s parlor she’d nap while her mother finished cleaning.  One afternoon could have been any of a hundred others.  She’d burrow into the soft couch pillows to breathe in the smoke of the priests.  She’d stare at the rectory wallpaper until her eyes could no longer stand that same dark pattern she’d seen in the backgrounds of holy cards.  In some of those cards, with about-to-erupt storm clouds simmering behind her, the Virgin Mary was surrounded by farm children –girls with kerchiefs that held back their yellow hair, and with the girls maybe a brother, all of them kneeling in a half circle that mirrored the stars around Our Lady’s mantle.  Lindy had wanted to play with those children.


In St. Sebastian’s first grade she’d been the new girl.  Lessons were conducted by Sister Charlotte, a nun who patted Lindy’s shoulder whenever the girls stood in the hallway waiting to use the lavatory.  Sister steered Lindy when one girl entered and another exited, as if she couldn’t trust her to follow in line. 


Since the parish had no kindergarten, all the first graders were starting fresh, but Lindy would bet the other girls had been baptized in that pearly font at the back of church.  They’d knocked their heels against the pews in the boredom of Sunday mass, hollow echoes that prompted harsh adult whispers -- “Stop that!”  As toddlers they’d probably pined after the taste of Holy Communion, begging their parents to open their mouths and show the Body of Christ to them melting there on their tongues.  They all had a leg up on Lindy.  They had fathers.


Lindy blamed every errant thought, wrong act, foolish choice on the accident of her life –that her dad had died before she could crawl.  Of him she had none of her own memories.  Her mother helped clear the amnesia with stories of a husband whose work depended on weather.  A tractor accident claimed him; it happened just this time of year, she would remind Lindy when the birds wheeled across the November sky and all of nature seemed to turn its back on promises.


The Sisters awarded holy cards for first place in spelling bees, and Lindy collected those holy cards like a boy in the throes of baseball card fever.  As fourth graders, she and her friend Marielle liked to trade the cards.  They shuffled them, they dealt them, they bragged of Three of a Kind –three Guardian Angels or three Queens of Heaven.  They made up a hand called a Full Family, the Holy Family being part of a Full House where you could count value in one Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, plus two wild card saints.


For Lindy, full and family did not go together.  It was just the two of them, her and her mother, who had begun housekeeping for Father Joachim shortly after they’d moved to Poplar Street from a town Lindy could barely remember.  The Poplar Street neighborhood had never been one for children, mostly home to elderly couples, bachelors, old maids, a widower, and the few odd matches like Lindy and her mom.  

“You’re so stubborn, anyone would think you were born under the sign of the bull,” her mother said.  “I don’t know why I put up with it.”

 Lindy was a Virgo, and she knew why her mother caved in on her petty, girlish demands: because they were all each other had, partners who endured ups and downs, bickering and reconciling, habits as knowable to each as the taste of their own tongues.  If they argued, her mother rushed to make amends first because Lindy was too headstrong to admit wrong or own up to regret.


Lindy was in fifth grade when Father Benedict arrived to assume Father Joachim’s place as pastor.  Her presence had always seemed to cheer the elderly priest.  At their final visit she said, “Eighty isn’t so old.”  She wanted him to believe that a girl of eleven might still wish to fuss over him.  For her this was true.  


“I’m a crotchety old man,” Father Joachim said.  “What do you want with me?”


She shook her finger gently as if he’d been misbehaving and mimicked Shirley Temple’s line from the Heidi movie.  “Grandfather, Grandfather.”  She could make him smile. 

By eighth grade, those holy cards she’d collected over the years were wrapped with a golden ponytail twist and shoved to the back of her dresser drawer with her Scapular and her Miraculous Medal on its tarnished chain.  They had to make way for her bras with their tough clasps and the book her mother had given her –Now That You Are a Woman.


Washing dishes, and with her back to Lindy, her mother had said, “Boys have but one thing on their minds.”


If her mother was preparing the birds and bees speech, Lindy thought, she could just forget it.  “And what’s that?” she said, accepting the dare.


When her mother shook her finger, she sent soap bubbles aloft.  “You don’t get something for nothing in this world.”  Her eyes said the words her tongue couldn’t wrap around.  You know.

And Lindy did know.  Girls in junior high traded sex theories like they were bubblegum.  It didn’t have to be true, it just had to be juicy.


Embarrassed beyond telling, Lindy stared past her mother, whose upper body turned toward her while her lower half still faced the counter.  Her mother stood like a woman breaking in two.  Lindy looked outside the kitchen window to the treeless backyard rather than face her.


Then she eyed the sink with its greasy dishwater, searching for ways to pre-empt her mother’s next epistle.  “I’ll dry.”  Lindy grabbed the towel from the oven door handle and used it to wipe her face.  The towel’s cotton held the slightest scent of lemon and uncomplicated memories of Father Joachim.


As her mother twisted the dish rag, Lindy watched the dirty water spurt charred bits of their supper over the prominent veins in her mother’s hands.  She could predict the next move: her mother would take one more stab at getting her lesson across by practically quoting the Bible.  

“A man’s seed can ruin your life.”


Ah, today’s words of wisdom, Lindy thought.  No wonder her mother spoke in such old-fashioned catechism vocabulary, when the most conversation she’d have during the day were words exchanged with a priest whose nose was forever stuck in some holy book.  


Lindy, herself, had always been a fervent reader. 

There may have been a time when she pranced through the small, spare rooms of the rectory, but once Father Benedict came on the scene her mother guarded the place as if only she, Vivian Marker, were allowed inside.  Along with being laundry woman and housemaid, Lindy called her the Keeper of Father Benedict.

The priest had a cap of dark hair that hugged his skull.  Lindy imagined the silky feel of it flopping in his eyes when he gestured emphatically, delivering his Sunday sermons.  She stopped tying her own hair back, and puffed her breath when strands fell in her face, pleased that she and Father Benedict might both grow a little cross-eyed.

In the weak dawn of school day mornings Lindy stood at the forked drive, one way leading to church and the other to school, watching as her mother slipped into the brick priest house.  She caught a brief glimpse of Father’s hand raised in greeting, the hello meant not for her but for her mother, her mother whose body blocked Father’s view of Lindy standing at the driveway’s edge.  Lindy imagined her mother crossing the threshhold as Father Benedict’s wife --a woman without commitments, without past, without a daughter.  Inside the rectory they might as well be a couple.


Most days, just as Lindy was dismissed from school, her mother would be finishing up cleaning in the rectory next door.  She exited, shutting Father Benedict’s back door and preventing what she called “my nosy girl” from peering in.  “Father likes his privacy,” her mother whispered, waving Lindy back with sweeping fingers, Shoo, shoo.  They both vied for the small space on the kitchen stoop, certainly not room for two, but who would give up and step down?  Not her mother, whose hands fluttered bare and chapped as she plunged them at the side seams of her coat that had no pockets.  The PineSol and rubber glove smell must have seeped into her mother’s skin after all these years.  It crawled up Lindy’s nostrils.  It made her teeter and step down for balance, eyes watering.


“Ooh, just feel that wind,” her mother said, blaming the weather for Lindy’s tears.  They were walking together up Poplar Street towards home, coats unbuttoned and flapping, her mother skipping to catch up with her.  Because Lindy had yielded the step her mother could afford to act suddenly chummy.


The wind blew Lindy’s curly red hair across her face, making it easy for her to stare at stones in the street while her mother tried drawing her into conversation.  It was tough to keep quiet, to tamp down the words she wanted to fling back. Her mother spoke about sensible things, a mother’s world view she felt compelled to impart.  Lindy turned from the weary monologue.  The kind of battles they fought had Lindy biting her tongue, hoarding her words.  She conceded that Father Benedict belonged to her mother, but she managed to get even by not speaking and by employing that stupid, steady gaze fixed straight ahead.  She’d first developed the silent treatment to hurt her mother; what a surprise to find it left her wounded, too.


Not even a tree in the backyard.  Lindy felt shortchanged as she stole out her back door and stepped gingerly around the mud puddled in low spots around the house.  The lawn was like a minefield with its sinkholes.  In the summer the mower reared back when it struck hidden rocks, almost shuddering out of Lindy’s grip, but now the lawn was sparse and brown and littered here and there with candy wrappers from last night’s trick-or-treaters.


Lindy squared her shoulders and took in the crisp morning air.  She hopped the gully of crumbled blacktop where painted guidelines for cars had worn away, no markers left, not even a lane divider at center.  Too early for most vehicles or for most people to be out.  With Saturday morning all to herself Lindy pretended she walked with no purpose other than leaving her mother behind for a while.


To get to where she was going she had to pass the Cuiciettas’ house.  Their front door’s iron grillwork grinned a tempting, Come inside and touch.


All the while she’d been growing up, Lindy had only known the Italian family from chance meetings at their common mailbox stand in front of the Cuicietta driveway.  As a little girl she’d been prodded by her mother to offer small hellos to the old couple.  She didn’t even know they had children, grownup or otherwise.  This summer Cara, their granddaughter, had arrived and they’d played together all June, July, and August, if you could call it playing.


Cara’s mother had a divorce in the works.  


Although Lindy was fifteen, and two years older than Cara, this is what bound them: they had no dads.  Instead they had Cara’s Uncle Tony, who had been living in that house all along and who seemed pleased to amble at the edge of their games.  At the Cuiciettas’ Lindy assumed a pained attitude about the two most important people in her life.  She explained that Father Benedict was just her mother’s boss.  If she stayed to eat dinner with Cara’s family and conversation touched on Father Benedict or the church, she wrapped her voice in a neutral tone.  She worked at keeping her fascination with the priest secret, but there was really no need because the Cuiciettas were oblivious, in a world of their own troubles.


Lindy looked up to read the street sign though she was fully aware of where she stood.  She could walk this with her eyes shut.  Where she lived on Poplar Street was utterly known, like her own body.


Her mother referred to Poplar as the Thru-way but its direct route led nowhere except to St. Sebastian School and Church before dead-ending into a woods that fanned out behind the rectory.  As the rectory’s housekeeper her mother had little need to travel much off its path.  The street was as “thru” as she needed it to be.  Lindy had always thought they lived on Popular Street until she grew old enough to know better.


Her shoes had kissed every broken seam in that blacktop.  For eight years she and her mother had trudged the crumbly street edges in fair weather.  Or they’d driven the Ford around the potholes along this route to school and work.  They set out each day, her silence and her mother’s gossip between them like a bridge.  Praise and scoldings rode her mother’s breath on cold mornings when the car’s heater was slow to kick in.  Now that Lindy had entered high school their paths diverged.  From the moment the clock radio roused her from sleep Lindy awoke each morning, more and more separate from her mother.


She remembered eighth grade when she insisted walking this very route alone, her mother’s face suddenly more pale than usual behind her freckles.  A flat moment to her blue eyes, then they cleared.


“Oh, okay.  If you think that’s what you want.”  Her mother had turned to the sink.


That left Lindy staring at the ridiculous apron bow on her mother’s backside.  Her mother swished suds in the dishpan.  She was forever washing something; the sound of running water like the drone of TV in anyone else’s house.  As for an actual TV, they had none.  Lindy went to Marielle’s or walked across the street to the Cuiciettas’ if she wanted to watch something.


More than TV, Lindy sought to put her hands on the batch of old encyclopedias in the Cuiciettas’ basement.  That one big room ran the length of the house, serving as both laundry station and Uncle Tony’s sleeping quarters.  With Italian love songs spinning on the stereo, Cara and Uncle Tony snuggled under his covers.  Across the room Lindy paged through summaries of Buddhism, Hinduism, reincarnation, the Deism of American Indians –fantastic stories of how a girl’s spirit might return to earth as an antelope.  Lindy ached to believe it.  Her long legs could imagine the animal’s run.  Handling the old books dried out her skin.  When she licked her fingers to turn the pages she tasted dust.  The pebbled bindings had cracked and smelled of glue, like the church missals they prayed from.


She’d made the mistake of confessing her interest in alternative religion to Father, tacking it oh-by-the-way on the end of her sin list.  Even though the partition and the shadows worked against her side of the box, she clearly saw Father’s clenched fist.


“I just want to know what other people believe,” she said, backpedalling.


“You can’t go shopping for faith, auditioning God,” he said.  “He’s bought you, sight unseen, by His one act of bloody will.”


Of course, there were other things of which Father Benedict was unaware although Lindy took the penance sacrament weekly.  Her mind reeled like a kaleidoscope, all quilty and shifting.  To list her temptations A to Z might bore Father and she didn’t for a minute want to risk losing his attention.


Halfway to the rectory, Lindy slapped her palm on the trunk of a sturdy ash tree just to feel the sting.  The branches pleaded with the sky like Father Benedict’s arms when he called down blessings.  The spongy bark was slippery with dew that she wiped on her jeans.  She felt her thigh muscles flex with each stride.


In the confessional she’d detailed for Father the one creepy episode in the Cuiciettas’ basement with Cara’s Uncle Tony.  Tony’s touch was tantalizing, and after a while, even comfortable.  Lindy found she liked the captured space inside a man’s hug, discovered how a kiss might make trembling bearable.  Uncle Tony seemed to want to gobble her up, and that was okay too, only sharing him with Cara made Lindy feel like an over-dealt holy card.  Recalling her first teenage kisses with Tony drew no special response from Father Benedict.  He meted out the usual penance and made her promise she would “avoid the near occasion of sin, Amen.”  He didn’t say, “Watch out for that guy.  Stay away from Tony.”  Father didn’t smolder in the slow burn of jealousy that Lindy had been banking on.  She bet he thought of her as a child.


From where Father Benedict sat on the other side of the confessional screen wafted the usual scents by which Lindy had always known him: his minty mouthwash and what she’d called his green scent –a deodorant or aftershave, a smell of woods, of something clean, of the earth.  Father Benedict so smelled of moss and forest that Lindy ached to be Gretel, fairy-tale lost, with his loamy presence a comfort all around her.


What could a girl confess to the man she loved?   Penance did not advance Lindy’s cause with Father Benedict.  The confessional held no special allure.  His kitchen, she began to realize, was where things counted.


With one eye on the rectory’s blank back door window she walked behind Father’s house and into the woods, bolstered by brave solitude, buoyant in her motherlessness.  There were always loads of empty bottles and crushed cans scattered here.  She was tempted to cuss out loud, partly at the mess and partly to scare off the crows setting up a racket.  She looked around for a sturdy tree with a low branch to wrap her arm around, to vault her body up, to scare them off.  She had songs and jabbering, too, if anybody cared to hear.  Her gym shoes, those flimsy dimestore knock-offs of the Keds everybody else was wearing, crunched dry leaves underfoot.  She thought about the garbage she was studiously avoiding, where it came from, its purpose. 


Her thoughts skipped from the memory of Uncle Tony’s mouth to the beer cans and wine bottles in Father’s woods, and here now to the discarded rubber she discovered in the leaves.  She poked at it with a stick.  Whose stuff was in it and how long would it last before the weather burst the material or one of those crows went at it with its beak?


She glanced at Father’s house to make sure he wasn’t peeking out.  It would be just like him to gather the day’s first grace from the sight of autumn woods on such a morning.  She imagined him toasting a piece of bread and then dunking it in his coffee the way he dipped the host into the chalice.  Yes, his kitchen might just be the holiest of places.


She slipped behind a maple tree whose wide trunk hid her well.  If someone were to enter the woods as she did he’d not notice she stood there.  But if someone else were to enter this same wood intent on joining her, he’d know where to look.  Like Tony, he’d approach from the other end and see her from the outset.


She watched Tony walking and admiring his shoes or the garbage in the leaves or maybe purposely keeping his eyes from her until they stood toe to toe.


“Been here long?” he said.  “I like to keep you waiting.”


She kicked at a rock but missed, stubbing Tony’s toes with her own.  “I wasn’t.”


“Oh, right.”  His emphatic nod hiked up his sarcasm.  He shifted his weight from foot to foot and Lindy wanted to hold him still or else take some of his jitteriness for herself.  She grabbed the hem of his jacket and tugged.


Last night simple Halloween dares had escalated until she’d found herself alone with him between backyards, between breaths, between his arms stretched above her head and someone’s basement wall.  She could have used the excuse of the night and their giddy Halloween pranks but why lie?  She wanted to do everything he pushed for and she would have, too, if Joey’s and Marielle’s ragged calls hadn’t interrupted.  The four of them gaggled off together then, Lindy a step behind Tony.  His lopsided haircut and that scar on his forehead picking up shine from any porch light made him the neighborhood Frankenstein.  The longer they walked last night the more Lindy’s skin itched from what she and Tony had nearly done, until she hugged herself, shivering, until she finally dawdled long enough that she found herself far behind the others, wandering and unprepared for the dark.


In the swirl of confusion, what more logical place to land than on the rectory’s front stoop?  She was a girl in need of guidance; maybe Father Benedict had some to give.  Lindy rang the bell of a door she rarely entered, having all her life climbed up the back steps to Father Benedict’s kitchen and Father Joachim’s kitchen before that.  When Father Benedict answered the door she almost bellowed, “Trick or Treat,” but she had used up most of her tricks by then, and the laughter bled right out of her when she saw his eyes dark with worry.  For an instant Lindy thought Father Benedict at last could read her heart, but his concern had been that of any father’s for his girl.

With Tony’s jacket hem crumpled tightly in her fist, she laughed at the wealth of fathers she, the half-orphan, could claim if only in name.  Here, light years it seemed from the rectory steps of last night, none stood up to what Tony could offer.


Tony pawed her in the broad daylight of the woods.  His greedy hands swept right up her car coat, inside her shirt, reminding her it was cold outside.  Lindy had lost gauge of every temperature but her own.  It was fall and she was falling with Tony’s hands on her, his thighs against hers, his tongue slobbering in her ear.  He grunted and she could stand anything but that.  She pushed him so he lost his balance.  She ended up clever and on her feet, giving him orders, standing above him.


“Shake me,” she said.  It was a dare.


He stood quickly beside her with a broken bottle, the curved and dangerous half near her neck but she wasn’t afraid.


“You shaking now?”  With his free arm he gripped her in a tight hug, his face to hers.


“Yeah.”  She leaned toward the broken glass but her hair was a boundary and she began kissing him, licking his neck and jaw, all the way up to his cheek, to his wild, wide mouth hanging open in surprise.  He dropped the bottle, using his knee to force her legs apart as they stood there, then stumbled, advancing, still standing, him backing her up to the tree she’d hidden behind, grinding bark into her hair.


“Make me,” she said.


He looked at her quizzically.  Had she overestimated his understanding?  Tony was damaged at birth, Cara had once confided, the mark on his forehead from the forceps that yanked him into the world.


“You mean like making out?”  Tony was game.


Lindy wasn’t sure what she meant.  She nodded.  “Yeah.”


He dove with his mouth suckering her neck in that warm hollow where her collar had sheltered until now.  He ground his hips into hers, painful and wonderful and a bit cushioned by cold weather clothes until he shoved her coat all the way open.  He plastered his body the length of hers.


She could see over Tony’s back and out of the woods to Father Benedict’s house, though too distant to see windows, too far to hear saving words.


Are you watching yet, Father?


She shuddered.  The moment was unraveling.


“Break me,” she said to Tony, trying to recoup while the thought of Father Benedict tempered the fever she’d been riding.


Tony popped up from where he’d been snuffling at her V-neck sweater and the scar passed so near she could have licked it.  She thought about it for a second before he looked into her eyes and scooted her from the tree.  With nothing left to bolster their weight he took her down in a backbend, kissing all the while, his lips moving like he was praying or singing low from his throat, something Italian that she may have heard Grandma Cuicietta trill when she cooked.  They were bending, bending, and she did think her back would break or he’d crash on top of her or both.  Then Tony let her fall alone to the hard ground.


She looked up, knocked for a loss.  Tony wasn’t nearly as dumb as he looked.  He said, “You going back to playing with Barbie dolls now?”


She wanted to remain outside any semblance of caring, but she felt ridiculous lying at his feet.  “I’m beyond that.”


“I’ll say.”  Tony walked away and left her there amid the trash from earlier parties.


Such litter in Father Benedict’s woods.  It really was a crime, she thought.  Lindy lay on her back, piecing together the broken sky, that bowl with its tree branch cracks.  For at least an hour she hadn’t thought of her mother.


She stood, brushing leaves and litter from her jeans, from the back of her coat.  It was sticky there from when Tony trapped her against the maple.  She played with the gumminess on her fingertips, stuck and then free and then stuck again, as she walked to Father’s back door.  She waited on the step while she heard him shuffle from front parlor to kitchen.  Would he be dressed casually for the weekend?  How wearying to always be leading, to be present, to be good.


Father opened the door and smiled, stepping aside to allow her entrance.  The rules had changed since last night.  He was treating her with new hesitancy, trying a different tactic to save her soul after having given her the brush-off twice –in the confessional when he’d flashed anger at her faith questions and then last night when she’d practically crawled into his lap for consolation after Tony roughed her up.


“Lindy.”  He swept his arms in welcome as if Halloween had not even existed.  “Come in, dear.  Would you like some coffee?”


Coffee!  Wait until she told her mother!  “He offered me coffee and I took it,” she’d say, in no way containing her glee that the torch had been passed, that he’d beckoned the next Marker woman forward.


He looked at the clock over the sink.  “I’ve got to go soon.  The holy day mass,” he explained.  “Is that where you’re off to?”  Funny, how he spoke to the sink just like her mother while she sat at the table watching him fill the coffeepot from the tap.


She sighed and with her hands locked she stretched her arms long and inside out until her knuckles and elbows both snapped.  It made her feel loose and comfortable in the bones of her body, comfortable enough to contradict him.  “No, just out walking.”


With the pot safely set to boil on the stove, Father claimed the chair across from her.  Seated they were more equal, she thought.  He looked at her in a curious way, reached across the tabletop, and this realization seized her: He’s going to kiss me!  Instead he touched her hair and a disturbed frown replaced his complacent expression.


“Where have you been?”  He moved his hand to her chin so she couldn’t squirm away.


Confession might do the trick.  She assumed the look of contrition that worked on her mother.  “In the woods, Father.”  She lowered her eyes, played up her shame.


His chair scraped the floor when he stood, like an awful blackboard screech, and without releasing her he suddenly breached the space between them, had his hands on her shoulders.  She was standing too.


“What were you doing, Lindy?”  He shook her just like a father rattling sense into his little girl.


“Not enough,” she said bitterly.


The next shake had more force, so much that Father’s black hair dipped into his eyes.  “Who were you with?”


He was beginning to scare her; and with each truthful answer she was scaring herself.


“Tony,” she whispered.


Father shook her a third time, a never ending shake, a tremor that swept through him and on to Lindy.


Lindy whispered, “Shake me,” then louder, “Shake me,” with tears springing up in her voice and her teeth chattering.

Father’s locked arms would not let her go, would not stop their shaking, the two of them caught up with one another but kept out of the embrace Lindy so yearned for.  Miles yawned between them, as if they were magnet ends, similar and destined not to touch.


She began to cry.  It wasn’t fake or a ruse.  It was nothing she would have used on Tony.  It was sorriness.  It was contrition for Tony and for herself, and for her mother, damnit, too.  Father Benedict wasn’t in the triangle; he was barely there.  She saw how he would be forever apart from her, the way she imagined God had remained aloof in his holy card sky one long ago All Saints Day as her father rolled the tractor and ended up beneath it, suddenly as useless as every piece of garbage out there in the rectory woods.
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