Forgive Me, Father
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W

hen I was twelve, church was a place of transformation.
You stepped up the brick stairs and through the yawning
wooden doors and down the red carpet that rolled out like
a giant tongue splitting the cold floor in half. Inside Our Lady of Mercy,
with my best friend Colleen Brennan and her family, the words to all
the songs were in English and everyone said hallelujah with their heads
held high as if they meant it. Here, there were no temple sisterhood
ladies lingering in the purple-carpeted lounge after the service with
lipstick-stained Styrofoam cups full of Sanka, hoping to get a minute
or two with the rabbi, my father. Nobody stopped talking when they
saw me and then asked me questions about my bat mitzvah plans or
our summer vacation or my great grandma in New Jersey, as if this
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knowledge of my family would somehow bring them closer to God. At
church, nobody watched to see if I knew every word of every prayer,
sang every song, or had a pleasant expression on my face. I read along
when I felt like it; I kept quiet when I didn’t.
At church with Colleen and her family, I felt free to be a better
version of myself, quieter, less fidgety, more accepting of all God’s creatures, even my sixteen-year-old sister Ruth, who laughed too loud and
talked too much. Ever since I could remember, my older sister had been
tearing the pages out of my books, drawing with a Sharpie on the faces
of my dolls and stuffed animals, cutting holes in my clothes, locking
me in closets, biting me. Recently, she had kicked holes in her bedroom
walls. These violent outbursts didn’t happen very often, maybe two
or three times a year, and my parents chalked it up to sibling rivalry,
a lack of impulse control, teenage hormones. Ruth was different, my
parents would sometimes say, but they focused on her average grades,
her pretty face, her lovely singing voice. You were either normal or you
were retarded, and Ruth was not retarded because she was not in special
ed. Sometimes I would catch a glimpse of my Ruth-shaped mouth in
the mirror, or hear in my own voice the Ruthy way I said “that’s so
cool” when I didn’t know what else to say, and for the rest of the day
my stomach would hurt.
The first time I walked into Our Lady of Mercy and saw the giant
crucifix hovering above the altar, it was May 16, my bat mitzvah exactly
one year away. I had seen Jesus before, on the gold crucifix that Colleen
wore around her neck, that miniature Jesus whose tiny head I longed to
rub like a genie and make a wish. But this Jesus was so big you could
see his ribs protruding, and the cloth he wore around his waist was
slipping so low that his belly button was visible, and you could almost
see his private parts. His wavy hair was matted down, his back arched,
stomach concave, lips slightly parted, eyes rolling back in his head. As
they filed into the pews, people paused and gazed up at his bearded face
and then crossed themselves before sitting down in their seats, their own
faces solemn, calm, blissful, like the angels in the stained glass window
scenes. Nobody seemed to think it was rude to stare at Jesus in all his
private agony. It didn’t seem right to me that they should be so happy
about someone they loved so much dying a horrible death, yet I wished
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I could share in this belief that brought them so much joy. As I stared
up at Jesus, I imagined all my pettiness and hostility and jealousy, all
my guilt and frustration and fear, dissolving in the sweet musty scent
of the yellowing pages of the hymnal books and faded blue Bibles, and
a simpler, purer, happier me emerging in the incense-filled air.
After Mass that first time, Colleen’s parents took us to the Ground
Round for onion loaves and cheeseburgers. It was pouring rain, and we
all got soaking wet running from the parking lot. Mr. and Mrs. Brennan
held hands as they ran and gave each other high fives when they got
inside the door like high school kids. Mr. Brennan asked the hostess
for towels with a charming smile and not a trace of the New Yorky
Jewish self-deprecation that was my father’s trademark, just confidence
and gentle assertiveness—a person who knew exactly how to make
everything okay and could be counted on to always do so.
The waitress brought us a basket of peanuts and encouraged us to
throw the shells on the floor.
“I totally caught Kevin Fahey staring at my butt when I got up to take
Communion,” Rosemary, Colleen’s older sister, announced. Mr. Brennan
chuckled and Mrs. Brennan rolled her eyes and laughed. In my family,
we always said “tushie” because my parents thought “butt” was crass, but
Colleen and Rosemary didn’t have to be careful with their words.
“Maybe he was just lost in prayer,” Mrs. Brennan said, but she was
smiling and one of her eyebrows was raised. Rosemary raised an eyebrow too, then ate a whole peanut, shell and all.
Mr. Brennan gazed out the window at the rain coming down sideways,
hitting the windows in loud slaps. “The sky sure looks green,” he said.
“Do you think there is going to be a tornado?” I asked, always
hopeful for drama in the form of weather, eager for proof that the
world was really out of control—not just the world I lived in, but the
entire universe.
“I doubt it,” said Mr. Brennan. “But what do I know? We didn’t
have tornadoes in Connecticut where I’m from. Just hurricanes.” He
turned to Colleen and Rosemary. “Did I ever tell you girls about the
time when my great uncle Trip sailed from Sag Harbor to Block Island
during a hurricane?”
“Yes, Dad,” Rosemary said. “About a million times.”
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“Well, he nearly died but it was his favorite story. He used to tell it
whenever he wanted to make a point that his wife, my aunt Diana, was
a worrier. Which she was. Though to be fair, he was damn lucky to
survive, the crazy old coot.”
Everyone in my family was a worrier, and nobody knew how to sail.
(Although I had taken a couple lessons on a Sunfish the summer before at
Jewish sleepaway camp in Wisconsin where my dad was the resident rabbi.)
“Your uncle Trip was certainly a character,” said Mrs. Brennan. She
was wearing a bright green sheath dress and her fingernails and toenails
were painted pale pink. She kept touching Mr. Brennan’s forearm, wrapping her slender fingers around his wrist. Mr. Brennan ordered a beer,
which arrived in a frosted mug. My dad always asked for water with
lemon and extra ice, and I couldn’t imagine my mom wearing colors
other than black or gray or khaki. My mother always wore lipstick and
was pretty, but I wished that she and my dad knew how to be fun and
breezy and light together. I wished Ruth were thin and smoked clove
cigarettes like Rosemary.
“Everything A-Okay, Scout?” Mr. Brennan asked when he saw me
staring at his beer mug. I looked up at him, pressed the corners of my
lips into a smile and nodded, then popped an entire peanut in my
mouth the way I had seen Rosemary do. It tasted salty and a little sweet,
and it took a long time for me to chew.
After that first Sunday, I became a regular at Mass, and so began the
era of my religious immersion. Every Friday night, as we had done my
entire life, my family had Shabbat dinner before going to temple. Then,
on Saturday night, I’d sleep at Colleen’s and go to morning Mass with
her family on Sunday.
“Are you sure you want to spend your free time going to church?” my
mother asked me once. Several times when I was leaving for Colleen’s
she muttered under her breath, “I just don’t understand,” but, as was
her usual manner, she didn’t confront me directly. Her disapproval was
more of a feeling in the air, or a faint smell that you could pretend you
didn’t notice, and then it would fade.
My father apparently thought it was a phase and that the best strategy
was to ignore it, because one night I heard them arguing about it in their
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room after I went to bed. It was a humid mid-August night, seventh
grade just around the corner.
“It’s fine, Arlene. If we ignore it she will get tired of it, come to
her senses.”
“But it’s just so weird. And so public! The rabbi’s daughter—at church
week after week.”
“I’m not concerned,” answered my father. “She’s having her bat mitzvah in less than a year. That’s pretty public, too.”
More whispering, words I couldn’t understand because their voices
were so low. Then: “Hank, she should know better. You always make
excuses for her. How is she ever going to learn?”
And I knew from their words and tone that they weren’t talking about
my churchgoing anymore. They were talking about Ruth. I climbed
into bed, thankful that I had plans with Colleen soon, hopeful that I
would be able to avoid finding out what it was Ruth was doing that my
father was making excuses for.
The next day was a Friday, which meant it was time for Shabbat
again. On Friday afternoons I usually hung out at home because my
mother needed my help setting the table. Shabbat dinner was special—
that’s what my parents said. A time-out from the routine of our daily
lives, a time to enjoy being a family. In our house we believed that saying
things made them true. I love you. We are having fun. Ruth is funny
and smart and a little unusual. Ruth is just being Ruth.
I was lying on my stomach on the scratchy, white living room
couch, listening to Diana Ross and Lionel Richie singing “Endless
Love,” feeling nostalgic about a great love that I had yet to actually
experience. Ruth came in and sat on the backs of my legs, which felt
like they might snap under her considerable weight. She was staring
at me with wide searching eyes. Her face was round and pale, her
eyes tiny, hidden in the fullness of her flesh. I felt my jaw tighten and
my fingers tense. She and I had the same bone structure, the same
overbite, the same almond-shaped eyes, the same crooked fingers. I
knew I should be nice to her because she didn’t have any friends, to
have compassion, as my parents urged, but I closed my eyes and tried
to listen to the music, pretending she wasn’t there, trying to ignore
the aching in my legs.
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