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The voices in the next room lulled me as I rested, preparing for sleep.  The voices were common enough.  My parents had only a few friends, but there would often be another couple, or at least one other friend or relative over when my brothers and I went to bed.  I loved to fall asleep to the background noise of voices softly speaking, a television on, a game being played.  Tonight’s third voice belonged to our new parish priest, Father Matthew, who had become a close friend of my parents, especially my mother, a devout Catholic, awed by the power of Christ and his representative on earth.  I think she felt blessed that she had been chosen by this sophisticated, educated priest to become a friend and confidant.  My father, along for the ride, joined in for drink, banter and music.  He couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket, but he’d croon loudly with the rest of them, the strength of his drinks corresponding to the volume of his singing.  Father Matthew would sight-read through a book of old standard tunes, clunking them out on our decrepit Steinway upright, scotch and water contributing to the passion and drama of his performance.  Despite its famous name, the piano was no prize.  It was ancient, out of tune, and missing the yellowed, cracked ivory on most of the keys that were left.  Still, to this five-year-old boy in that nether state between wakefulness and sleep, there was comfort in the familiar voices and the battered songs.  The playing, talking and drinking would go on long after I’d drifted off.


Like my mother, I, too, was awed by this priest and his proximity to God, and was a believer in the power, goodness and grace that he would bestow upon us.  I knew that this handlsome, suave, worldly man, in his black suit and white collar, with gentle doe eyes and a deep, calming voice, was different from anyone else I had ever met in this small Georgia town, and I knew enough to revere and respect him.  He was “like God,” my mother explained, because “when Jesus died for our sins” (she nodded her head and made the sign of the cross at the mention of Jesus’ name), “he left the apostles to carry on his teaching.  Priests are today’s messengers of God’s word, and we must always respect and obey them.”  She said that Father Matthew was a holy man who “touched God” in church, when he held up the host and the altar boys rang the bell three times.


Once, that summer, when I was in the backyard playing Tarzan, dressed only in an adobe-colored loincloth decorated with black symbols that my mother had made for me, Father Matthew came to visit with his sister Alicia who lived in New York.  Alicia had a deep, rough voice and was an aggressive, chain-smoking intellectual who laughed loudly and seemed more amused by than interested in me and my brothers.  I had just run into the house from playing outside, and rushed straight into the living room where my mother, the priest, and his sister were greeting each other, and getting acquainted.  In her husky voice, Alicia asked me who I was.  I puffed up my chest to demonstrate my power and said sternly, with as much of an “Ape Man” stare as I could muster, “I am Tarzan!” Her too-loud guffaw caused me to jump, but I stood my ground, ready to wrestle her to the end if necessary.  It was then that Father Matthew noticed the markings on my loincloth and said, “I recognize those markings…I can read that language.”  Eyes wide, I asked, “Do you know what it says?”

“Oh yes,” he assured me.  He then reached down and lifted the front of my loincloth so that it was outstretched, and read: ‘I am Tarzan, King of the Apes.’  I couldn’t believe my ears!  I leapt into the air with excitement as I turned to my mother, asking, “Did you hear that?  Did you hear that?”  I ran from the room, rushing to tell my brother and to rub it in his face that my loincloth was “real” and had real words on it!


That night, though, as I lay in my bed, I dreamed of how wonderful it would be to be like Father Matthew, a holy, intelligent, worldly priest, someone perfect that my mother would have to admire and respect, and my father wouldn’t dare raise a hand to.  I stretched out my arms, pretending to be hung on the cross like Jesus, feet crossed at the arches where the nail would be driven to hold them together and pin me to the wood, my hands nailed to the bed with palms up, blood ruining the mattress.  Me, suffering in agony for Jesus!  I wished Father Matthew could come in and see me splayed out.  Then he would see that I was like him, close to God.  He would think that, in my sleep, God posed me as Jesus on the cross, signifying my specialness.  He would know, and then he would take me under his wing, show me how to be smart and gentle and powerful like him, like I knew grownups could be, but had never experienced until he arrived.  And like I wanted to be.  Different from my parents.


I was dozing on the cross, almost asleep when I sensed the door to my room open. Peeking through my semi-closed eyelids, I saw Father Matthew’s silhouette framed by the light in the doorway.  Pretending to sleep, I sustained my Christ-on-the-cross pose as he walked over and sat down slowly and quietly next to me on the bed.  My heart was beating so quickly inside my chest that I did not think I could continue faking the slow, deep breath of sleep.  I moved slightly, pretending to stir.  He waited.  I had just begun to relax again when Father Matthew reached over and put his hand on my belly, lifting up the tail of my pajama shirt and laying his palm softly on my bare abdomen.  He stroked my stomach gently, around and around.  Confusion flowed through me like a dark, mercury river.  I’d never been touched so lovingly by a man, nor felt so excited, yet so frightened and alarmed.  It was not clear to me what was happening.  I could not pinpoint anything that was wrong, but something definitely was!  I felt shame, believing that my thoughts had conjured this, a sensitive, god-like man, rubbing a sleeping boy in secret while the boy slept.  I didn’t know if this was “good” or “bad,” but it rendered me frozen. 


He was here, in my room, so I assumed my parents knew.  I had wanted him to come, hadn’t I?  And he did – like magic!  I recognize now that I desperately needed to be touched, as neither parent had provided much in that area unless, of course, you count the kind of touch that leaves bruises.  I particularly needed a man’s loving touch, specifically my father’s, given his physically punitive ways, but I did not identify that need at the time.  All Father Matthew was doing was gently rubbing my belly.  I could not place the act anywhere in my experience.  It did not compute.  I did not know why I, of all the rest, had been chosen.  Was I, in fact, special, destined for this?  Was my wish his command?  Was his mine?  I must be special to be touched so tenderly by this wonderful, holy man.  So why did I feel confused?  Hadn’t I wanted to be special, to be seen?  Hadn’t I just fantasized about him coming into the room and seeing me as close-to-holy?  To my disbelief, awe, grandiosity, fear and shame, my fantasy had come true!  These thoughts reeled through my brain with no connection to one another, like a broken reel-to-reel tape: flap, flap, flap, flap.  No sound, no story line, no video, nothing.  In its inability to be grasped, it could only be compressed and put away.


 Most of all, I knew that there was no one to tell about this.  My father, a no-nonsense Georgia redneck, would simply beat the shit out of me – or he would kill the priest.  My mother would either say that I must have misunderstood, because a man of God could only do what was right and/or she would slap me across the face for making up such a lie.  Either way, she’d tell my father and then I’d really get it, especially if I admitted the whole story about me laying in crucifix position, wanting him to come in.  If I’d made my first confession, which I had not, I could confess like the grownups did, but even then, Father Matthew was the priest to whom I would confess, and he already knew about it. 


Over the next several years, there were many times Father Matthew visited me at night like that.  Mostly he would simply rub my belly, but he eventually graduated to giving me what he termed a “cherry belly,” which meant that he would hold me down and slap my stomach with his palm, turning it cherry red, before rubbing it softly.  This could happen anywhere, even in front of my parents, and, though I did not like this ritual (it actually hurt after a time), I tolerated it.  Father Matthew seemed to like it, and I was the apple of his eye.  He was fun and funny to be around. I rationalized it by thinking that since it wasn’t secret, it must not be bad.


When I was around eight years old, my brothers and I moved upstairs.  My father transformed our attic into two bedrooms, a den, and a few large storage closets with, to the delight of us kids, hidden crawl spaces leading from one room to the next.  One night, Father Matthew, my mother, and my father were downstairs playing hearts at the old oak dining room table with its two sets of feet coming down on each end, each foot with four claws, the talons capped in brass.  The radio was playing swing dance music behind them, and they were laughing, talking, drinking scotch and smoking unfiltered Camels (my mom and the priest) or unfiltered Lucky Strikes (my dad).  After we were sent up to bed, I again felt comforted and safe, lulled into a trance by the sound of their activity below.


The next thing I knew, I was lifted gently from my bed, head rolling back before I was brought face-forward onto the shoulder of the man, my legs wrapped around his waist, his arms supporting my bottom.  “Carried like a baby,” I thought, barely conscious.  I dreamed it was my father carrying me – but the man did not smell like him.  I wearily raised my head and looked at Father Matthew.  He was carried me over to the den area where our couch, dark blue and aqua plaid, had been covered with a sheet; a blanket lay tousled at the bottom end, a balled up pillow at the other.  This was the couch where my brothers and I sat to watch TV and where we wrestled and jumped.  The little table where we usually ate our snacks and put our drinks while we played and watched TV had been pulled over next to the sofa, and now held Father Matthew’s favorite drink, scotch and water on the rocks, and a flickering candle.  The scotch rested on a paper napkin that was absorbing the sweat of the ice from the bottom of the glass, forming a wiggly “O” that was spreading wider and wider.  


Father Matthew lay on his back on the couch, with me face down on his chest, and covered us with the blanket.  He rested there with me on him like that for a bit. I was wide awake, but I couldn’t keep my eyes open.  Stimulated by my fear of what would happen, I didn’t miss a detail.  I kept trying to lift my head up, but he would gently force it back down onto his chest, against his white V-neck t-shirt.  The black curly hair coming out of the V bothered my nose.  I smelled liquor on his breath with every exhalation, as he tried to quiet his anticipation.  I could see, even in the candlelight, that he was only wearing a t-shirt and boxer shorts under the blanket.  We lay still, my head on his chest, rising and falling with his breath.


Enough time must have passed for sleep to overtake me again, but some unknown amount of time later, I woke up to the realization that Father Matthew was moving back and forth beneath me.  I felt something hard under my genitals.  He seemed to be pulling me up as he slid down against me.  The hardness hurt my balls, causing me to flinch.  He slowed down and shifted a bit, but continued his rubbing.  I began to panic inside, feeling trapped, helpless.  My mouth, my words, my voice were gone.  I had no words for the feeling of being used, like an object.  But even in my frozen state, I recognized the rage.  Hatred for the bind I’d been put in.  I felt invisible to the priest who was lost in his own rapture behind closed eyes.   I could hear the vacuum cleaner running downstairs, my mother cleaning up after their party.  I had an urge to call to her, but knew I didn’t want her to come up and see this.  I had a crazy thought to scream, strike, cry out, but my arms, like my mouth, were frozen.  Immobile.  The incessant vacuum cleaner kept running and the priest kept sliding.  


Then he stopped.  Flushed, sweating and breathing his stale scotch breath in my face, he reached over, took an ice cube out of his scotch glass, and shoved it down between our bellies, causing me to cry out, “No…too cold!”  He put his hand over my mouth and continued, rubbing the ice cube around my penis and balls, over and over until the ice cube was completely melted, and my genitals were so numb they ached.  He kept holding my mouth shut so I wouldn’t make noise, and I wanted to bite his holy hand.  Rage overwhelmed me again, bringing a crimson color to my face as I bit down the impulse to retaliate against his sadistic, righteous touch, realizing only my own cowardice, my now implicit homosexuality, my small, helpless, powerless, lack of response.


He wiped us up then, with a terry cloth washcloth that he took from his briefcase, displaying, for my unconscious to recall much later, the premeditation of his acts.  The warm cloth felt good against my frozen balls until he pulled my cold genitals against his own, their disguise of warmth not fooling my spiked nervous system, which began to overflow back into black, compressed numbness.


With me on his lap, he sat up, then stood and carried me back over to my bed, next to my older brother’s.  My brother rested so comfortably, mouth open, at ease.  I envied his unconsciousness.  Father Matthew placed me gently back into my bed, and bent over to kiss my cheek good night.   As he tucked me into bed, he whispered in my ear, “This is going to be our little secret, okay?  God says it’s all right for us to love each other this way, but you cannot tell anyone.  It’s just between you, me and God.”


Who else needed to know?
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