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Fat her Cornelius Dennis Mnaghan of Charl estown Parish, Connie to his
friends, sets down the styrofoamchalice, turns fromthe corrugated cardboard
altar, and approaches the two women standing by the resin baptismal font. The
font is six-sided and encrusted with saints, |like a gigantic hex nut forged
for sone obscure yet holy purpose, but its nost inpressive feature is its
portability. Hardly a nmonth passes in which Connie doesn't drive the vesse
across town, bear it into sone wetched hovel, and confer imortality on a
newborn whose parents have grown too feeble to | eave hone.

"Merribell, right?" asks Connie, pointing to the baby on his left.

Wedged in the crook of her nother's arm the infant wiggles and how s.
"No -- Madel ai ne," Angel a nunbl es. Conni e has known Angel a Dunfey all her

life, and he still renenbers the seraphic glow that beamed from her face when
she first received the Sacranent of Holy Comuni on. Today she boasts no such
gl ow. Her cheeks and brow appear tarnished, like iron corroded by the

Greenhouse Del uge, and her spine curls with a torsion nore conmonly seen in
worren three tinmes her age. "Merribell's over here." Angela raises her free
hand and gestures toward her cousin Lorna, who is bal ancing Madel aine's tw n
sister atop her gravid belly. WIIl Lorna Dunfey, Connie wonders, also give
birth to twi ns? The phenonmenon, he has heard, runs in famlies.

Touchi ng the sl eeve of Angela's frayed blue sweater, the priest
addresses her in a voice that travels clear across the nave. "Have these
children received the Sacranment of Reproductive Potential Assessment?"

The pari shioner shifts a nugget of chewing gumfromher left cheek to
her right. "Y-yes," she says at |ast.

Henry Shaw, the pale altar boy, his face abl oomw th acne, hands the
priest a parchment sheet stanped with the Seal of the Boston Isle Archdi ocese.
A pair of signatures adorns the margin, verifying that two eccl esiastical
representatives have legitimzed the birth. Connie instantly recogni zes the
illegible hand of Archbi shop Xallibos. Below lie the bold | oops and assured
serifs of a Friar James Wl fe, MD., doubtless the nan who drew t he bl ood.

_Madel ai ne Dunfey,  Connie reads. _Left ovary: 315 prinordial
follicles. Right ovary: 340 prinmordial follicles._ A spasm of despair passes
t hrough the priest. The egg-cell count for each organ should be 180, 000 at
least. It's a verdict of infertility, no possible appeal, no imagi nable
reprieve.

Wth an efficiency bordering on effrontery, Henry Shaw offers Connie a
second parchnent sheet.

_Merribell Dunfey. Left ovary: 290 prinordial follicles. R ght ovary:
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310 prinordial follicles._ The priest is not surprised. Wiat sense would there
be in God' s withhol ding the power of procreation fromone twin but not the

ot her? Conni e now needs only to receive these barren sisters, apply the sacred
rites, and furtively pray that the Fourth Lateran Council was indeed guided by
the Holy Spirit when it undertook to bring the baptismal process into the age
of testable destinies and ovarian surveillance.

He hol ds out his hands, withered palnms up, a posture he nmintains as
Angel a surrenders Madel ai ne, reaches under the baby's christening gown, and
unhooks both di aper pins. The nmpssy odor of fresh urine wafts into the Church
of the I medi ate Conception. Sighing profoundly, Angela hands the sopping
di aper to her cousin.

"Bl ess these waters, O Lord," says Connie, spotting his ancient face in
the baptismal fluid, "that they mght grant these sinners the gift of life
everlasting." Turning fromthe font, he presents Madel aine to his ragged
flock, over three hundred natural-born Catholics -- sixth-generation Irish,
nmostly, plus a smattering of Portuguese, ltalians, and Croats -- interspersed
with two dozen recent converts of Korean and Vi et nanese extraction: a
congregati on bound together, he'll admt, less by religious conviction than by
shared destitution. "Dearly bel oved, forasmuch as all humans enter the world
in a state of depravity, and forasnuch as they cannot know the grace of our
Lord except they be born anew of water, | beseech you to call upon God the
Fat her that, through these baptisns, Mdel aine and Merribell Dunfey may gain
t he divine kingdom" Connie faces his trenbling parishioner. "Angela Dunfey,
do you believe, by God's word, that children who are baptized, dying before
they commit any actual evil, will be saved?"

Her "Yes" is begrudging and cli pped.

Li ke a scrivener replenishing his pen at an inkwell, Connie dips his
thunmb into the font. "Angela Dunfey, nane this child of yours."

"M M Madel ai ne Ei |l een Dunfey."

"W wel come this sinner, Mdel aine Eileen Dunfey, into the nystica
body of Christ" -- with his wet thunb Connie traces a plus sign on the
infant's forehead -- "and do mark her with the Sign of the Cross."

Unravel i ng Madel ai ne from her christening gown, Connie fixes on the
waters. They are preternaturally still -- as calmand quiet as the Sea of
Galilee after the Savior rebuked the winds. For many years the priest wondered
why Christ hadn't returned on the eve of the G eenhouse Del uge, dispersing the
hydr ocarbon vapors with a wave of his hand, ending global warm ng with a
Heavenward wi nk, but recently Connie has cone to feel that divine intervention
entails protocols past human ken

He contenpl ates his refl ected countenance. Nothing about it -- not the
tiny eyes, thin lips, hawk's beak of a nose -- pleases him Now he begins the
i mer si on, sinking Madel ai ne Dunfey to her skullcap ... her ears ... cheeks

mouth ... eyes.

"No!" screans Angel a.
As the baby's nose goes under, nmute cries spurt fromher |ips: bubbles
inflated with bew | derment and pai n. "Madel ai ne Dunfey," Connie intones,

hol di ng the infant down, "I baptize you in the name of the Father, and of the
Son, and of the Holy Ghost." The bubbles break the surface. The fluid pours
into the infant's lungs. Her silent screans cease, but she still puts up a
fight.

"No! Pl ease! No!"

A full mnute passes, marked by the rhythm c shuffling of the
congregati on and the choked sobs of the mother. A second minute -- a third --
and finally the body stops nmoving, a nere husk, no | onger horme to Madel ai ne
Dunfey's indestructible soul.

"Nol "

The Sacranent of Termnminal Baptism Connie knows, is rooted in both
| ogic and history. Even today, he can recite verbatimthe preanble to the
Fourth Lateran Council's _Pastoral Letter on the Rights of the Unconceived. _
(" Throughout her early years, Holy Mother Church tirel essly defended the



Ri ghts of the Born. Then, as the iniquitous institution of abortion spread
across Western Europe and North Anmerica, she undertook to secure the Rights of
the Unborn. Now, as a new era dawns for the Church and her servants, she nust
make even greater efforts to propagate the gift of life everlasting,
chanpi oni ng the Ri ghts of the Unconceived through a Doctrine of Affirmative
Fertility.") The subsequent sentence has al ways given Conni e pause. It stopped
hi m when he was a seminarian. It stops himtoday. ("This Council therefore
avers that, during a period such as that in which we find oursel ves, when God
has el ected to discipline our species through a Greenhouse Deluge and its
concomtant privations, a society can comrit no greater crime against the
future than to squander provender on individuals congenitally incapable of
procreation.") Quite so. Indeed. And yet Conni e has never perforned a term na
bapti sm wi t hout m sgi vi ngs.

He scans the faithful. Valerie Gallogher, his nephews' _zaftig_
ki ndergarten teacher, seens on the verge of tears. Keye Sung frowns. Teresa
Curtoni shudders. M chael H nes mpans softly. Stephen O Rourke and his wife
bot h wi nce.

"We give thanks, nmost merciful Father" -- Connie lifts the corpse from
the water -- "that it pleases you to regenerate this infant and take her unto
your bosom" Placing the dripping flesh on the altar, he | eans toward Lorna
Dunfey and |l ays his pal mon Merribell's brow "Angela Dunfey, name this child
of yours."

"M M Merribell S-Siobhan..." Wth a sharp reptilian hiss, Angela wests
Merribell fromher cousin and pulls the infant to her breast. "Merribel
Si obhan Dunfey!"

The priest steps forward, caressing the wisp of tawny hair sprouting
fromMerribell's cranium "W welcone this sinner -- "

Angel a whirls around and, still sheltering her baby, |eaps fromthe
podiumto the aisle -- the very aisle down which Connie hopes one day to see
her parade in prelude to receiving the Sacranment of Qualified Mnogany.

"Stop!" cries Connie.

"Angel al " shouts Lorna.

"No!" yells the altar boy.

For someone who has recently given birth to twins, Angela is amazingly
spry, rushing pell-nell past the stupefied congregation and straight through
t he nart hex.

"Pl ease! " screans Connie.

But al ready she is out the door, bearing her unsaved daughter into the
teem ng streets of Boston I|sle.

* * * %

At 8:17 p.m, Eastern Standard Tine, Stephen O Rourke's fertility
reaches its weekly peak. The dial on his wist tells himso, buzzing like a
tortured hornet as he scrubs his teeth with baking soda. _Skreee, says the
sperm counter, reninding Stephen of his ineluctable duty. _Skreee, skreee:_ go
find us an egg.

He pauses in the middle of a brush stroke and, w thout bothering to
rinse his nmouth, strides into the bedroom

Kate lies on the sagging mattress, snoking an unfiltered cigarette as
she bal ances her nightly dose of iced Arbutus rumon her stomach. Baby Mal col m
cuddl es against his nother, gunms fastened onto her left nipple. She stares at
the far wall, where the cracked and scabrous plaster frames the video nonitor
its screen displaying the regul ar Sunday ni ght broadcast of _Keep Those
Ki ddi es Comi ng. _ Archbi shop Xallibos, seated, dom nates a TV studi o appointed
like a day-care center: stuffed animals, changing table, brightly col ored
al phabet letters. Preschoolers crawl across the prelate's Fal staffian body,
sliding down his thighs and swinging fromhis arnms as if he's a piece of
pl aygr ound equi pnent .

"Did you know that a single act of onanismkills up to four hundred
mllion babies in a matter of seconds?" asks Xallibos fromthe nonitor. "As
Jesus remarks in the CGospel According to Saint Andrew, 'Masturbation is



nmur der."'"

St ephen coughs. "I don't suppose you're..."
Hs wife thrusts her index finger against her pursed |ips. Even when
engaged in shutting himout, she still |ooks beautiful to Stephen. Her huge

eyes and hi gh cheekbones, her el egant swanli ke neck. "Shhh --

"Pl ease check," says Stephen, swall ow ng baki ng soda.

Kate rai ses her bony wist and gl ances at her ovul ati on gauge. "Not for
t hree days. Maybe four."

"Damm. "

He | oves her so dearly. He wants her so nuch -- no | ess now than when
they received the Sacrament of Qualified Monogany. It's fine to have a
connubi al conversation, but when you utterly adore your w fe, when you crave
to conprehend her beyond all others, you need to speak in flesh as well.

"Wl anyone deny that Hell's hottest quadrant is reserved for those
who violate the rights of the unconceived?" asks Xallibos, playing peek-a-boo
with a cherubic toddler. "Who will dispute that contraception, casual sex, and
nocturnal em ssions place their perpetrators on a one-way cruise to
Perdition?"

"Honey, | have to ask you sonething," says Stephen

"“Shhh -- "

"That young worman at Mass this norning, the one who ran away. ..

"She went crazy because it was twins." Kate slurps down her remaining

rum The ice fragnments clink against each other. "If it'd been just the one,
she probably coul d' ve coped."

"Well, yes, of course," says Stephen, gesturing toward Baby Ml col m
"But suppose one of _your_ newborns..."

"Heaven is forever, Stephen," says Kate, filling her nouth with ice,
"and Hell is just as long." She chews, her nolars grinding the ice. Dribbles
of rumtinted water spill fromher lips. "You' d better get to church."

"Farewel |, friends," says Xallibos as the thene nmusic swells. He

dandl es a Korean three-year-old on his knee. "And keep those kiddies coning!"

The path to the front door takes Stephen through the cramped and fetid
living room-- functionally the nursery. Al is quiet, all is well. The
fourteen children, one for every other year of Kate's post-nmenarche, sleep
soundly. Nine-year-old Roger is quite likely his, product of the time Stephen
and Kate got their cycles in synch; the boy boasts Stephen's curly blond hair
and riveting green eyes. Difficult as it is, Stephen refuses to accord Roger
any special treatment -- no private trips to the frog pond, no second candy
cane at Christmas. A good stepfather didn't indulge in favoritism

St ephen pulls on his nended gal oshes, fingerless gloves, and torn pea
jacket. Anbling out of the apartnent, he joins the knot of nobrose pedestrians
as they shuffle along Wnthrop Street. A fog descends, a steady rain falls:
reverberations fromthe Del uge. Pushed by expectant nothers, dozens of shabby,
bl ack- hooded baby buggi es squeak mournfully down the asphalt. The sidewal ks
bel ong to adol escent girls, gang after gang, gossiping anong thensel ves and
stonpi ng on puddl es as they show off their pregnancies |ike O ynpic nedals.

Besmirched by two decades of wind and drizzle, a |inestone Madonna
stands outside the Church of the Imredi ate Conception. Her expression lies
somewhere between a snmile and a smrk. Stephen clinbs the steps, enters the
nart hex, removes his gloves, and, dipping his fingertips into the nearest
font, decorates the air with the Sign of the Cross.

Every city, Stephen teaches his students at Cardinal Dougherty Hi gh
School, boasts its own personality. Extroverted Ri o, pessimstic Prague,
paranoi d New York. And Boston |sle? What sort of psyche inhabits the Hub and
its surrounding reefs? Schizoid, Stephen tells them Split. The Boston that
battl ed slavery and stoked the fires beneath the Anerican nelting pot was the
same Boston that nassacred the Pequots and sent witchfinders to Sal em But
here, now, which side of the city is emergent? The bright one, Stephen
deci des, picturing the hundreds of Heaven-bound soul s who each day exit
Boston's i nnunerabl e wonbs, flowing forth |like the bubbles that so recently



streamed from Madel ai ne Dunfey's |ips.

Bl essing the Virgin's nane, he descends the concrete stairs to the
copul atorium A hundred votive candl es pierce the darkness. The briny scent of
incipient immrtality suffuses the air. In the far corner, a CD player
screeches out the Apostolic Succession doing their famus rendition of "Ave
Maria."

The Sacranent of Extramarital Intercourse has always renm nded Stephen
of a junior high prom Grls strung al ong one side of the room boys along the
other, gyrating couples in the center. He takes his place in the line of
mal es, renoves his jacket, shirt, trousers, and undercl othes, and hangs them
on the nearest pegs. He stares through the gloom I|ocking eyes with Roger's
ol d ki ndergarten teacher, Valerie Gallogher, a robust thirtyish wonan whose
i ncandescent red hair spills all the way to her hips. Gimy they saunter
toward each other, follow ng the pathway forned by the mattresses, until they
nmeet amid the norass of withing soul makers.

"You're Roger Mil canny's stepfather, aren't you?" asks the ovulating
t eacher.

"Father, quite possibly. Stephen O Rourke. And you're M ss Gall ogher

ri ght?"

"Call nme Valerie."

" St ephen. "

He gl ances around, noting to his infinite relief that he recogni zes no
one. Sooner or later, he knows, a fam liar young face will appear at the

copul atorium a notion that never fails to make hi mw nce. How coul d he
possi bly explicate the Boston Massacre to a boy who'd recently beheld himin
the procreative act? How could he render the Battle of Lexington lucid to a
girl whose egg he'd attenpted to qui cken the previous night?

For ten minutes he and Valerie make snmall talk, nost of it issuing from
St ephen, as was proper. Should the comi ng sacranent prove fruitful, the

resultant child will want to know about the handful of men with whom his
not her connected during the rel evant ovul ation. (Beatrice, C aude, Tomy,
Laura, Yolanda, WIly, and the others were forever grilling Kate for facts

about their possible progenitors.) Stephen tells Valerie about the tinme his
students gave hima surprise birthday party. He describes his rock collection.
He nentions his skill at trapping the singularly elusive species of rat that
i nhabits Charl estown Parish

"I have a talent too," says Valerie, inserting a coppery braid into her
nmout h. Her areolas seemto be staring at him

"Roger thought you were a terrific teacher."

"No -- sonmething else." Valerie tugs absently on her ovul ati on gauge.
"A person twitches his lips a certain way, and | know what he's feeling. He
darts his eyes in an odd manner -- | sense the drift of his thoughts." She
| owers her voice. "I watched you during the baptismthis norning. Your
reacti on woul d' ve angered the archbishop -- am| right?"

St ephen | ooks at his bare toes. Odd that a copul atorium partner shoul d
be demandi ng such intimacy of him

"Am | ?" Valerie persists, sliding her index finger along her |arge,
concave bel |l ybutton

Fear rushes through Stephen. Does this woman work for the Immortality
Corps? If his answer smacks of heresy, will she arrest himon the spot?

"Well, Stephen? Wul d the archbi shop have been angry?"

"Perhaps," he confesses. In his mnd he sees Madel ai ne Dunfey's
subnerged nmouth, bubble follow ng bubble |ike beads strung along a rosary.

"There's no m crophone in ny navel ," Valerie asserts, alluding to a

common Imortality Corps ploy. "I"mnot a spy."
"Never said you were."
"You were thinking it. | could tell by the cant of your eyebrows." She

ki sses himon the nouth, deeply, wetly. "Did Roger ever learn to hold his
pencil correctly?"
"'Fraid not."



"Too bad."

At last the mattress to Stephen's left becones free, and they clinb on
top and begin reifying the Doctrine of Affirmative Fertility. The candl e
flames | ook |ike spear points. Stephen closes his eyes, but the effect is
nerely to intensify the fact that he's here. The liquid squeal of flesh
agai nst flesh grows | ouder, the odor of hot paraffin and warm senmen nore
pungent. For a few seconds he manages to convince hinself that the wonman

beneath himis Kate, but the illusion proves as tenuous as the surroundi ng
wax.

VWen the sacranent is acconplished, Valerie says, "I have sonething for
you. Agift."

"What's the occasi on?"

"Saint Patrick's Day is less than a week away."

"Since when is that a time for gifts?"

I nstead of answering, she strolls to her side of the room rummages
t hrough her tangled garnents, and returns holding a pressed flower sealed in
pl astic.

"Think of it as a ticket," she whispers, lifting Stephen's shirt from
its peg and slipping the blossominside the pocket.

"To where?"
Val erie holds an erect index finger to her lips. "W' Il know when we
get there."

St ephen gul ps audi bly. Sweat collects beneath his spermcounter. Only
fool s consider fleeing Boston Isle. Only lunatics risk the retributions neted
out by the Corps. Displayed every Sunday night on _Keep Those Ki ddi es Comi ng, _

the classic images -- nen submitting to sperm si phons, wonen | ocked in the
rapaci ous enbrace of artificial insemnators -- haunt every parishioner's
i magi nation, instilling the same |levels of dread as Spinelli's scul pture of

t he archangel Chanuel strangling David Hune. There were rumors, of course
unconfirmabl e accounts of parishioners who' ve out maneuvered the patrol boats
and escaped to Quebec Cay, Seattle Reef, or the Texas Archipelago. But to
credit such tales was itself a kind of sin, jeopardizing your slot in Paradise
as surely as if you'd denied the unconceived their rights.

"Tell me sonething, Stephen." Valerie straps herself into her bra.
"You're a history teacher. Did Saint Patrick really drive the snakes out of
Ireland, or is that just a | egend?"

"I"'msure it never happened literally," says Stephen. "I suppose it
could be true in some mythic sense.”

"It's about penises, isn't it?" says Valerie, dissolving into the
darkness. "It's about how our saints have al ways been hostile to cocks."

* * * %

Al t hough Harbor Authority Tower was designed to house the
mer chant - shi ppi ng ari stocracy on whose anbitions the decrepit Boston econony
still depended, the building's form Connie now realizes, perfectly fits its
new, supplemental function: sheltering the offices, courts, and archives of
the archdiocese. As he lifts his gaze along the soaring facade, Connie thinks
of sacred shapes -- of steeples and vaulted wi ndows, of Sinai and Zion, of
Jacob' s Ladder and hands pressed together in prayer. Perhaps it's all as God
wants, he rmuses, flashing his ecclesiastical pass to the guard. Perhaps
there's nothing wong with cormerce and grace being transacted within the sane
wal | s.

Conni e has seen Archbishop Xallibos in person only once before, five
years earlier, when the stately prel ate appeared as an "honorary Irishman" in
Charl estown Parish's annual Saint Patrick's Day Parade. Standing on the
si dewal k, Conni e observed Xallibos gliding dowmn Lynde Street atop a huge
not ori zed shanrock. The archbi shop | ooked i npressive then, and he | ooks
i mpressive now -- six foot four at |east, Connie calculates, and not an ounce
under three hundred pounds. His eyes are as red as a lab rat's.

"Fat her Cornelius Dennis Mnaghan," the priest begins, followng the
custom whereby a visitor to an archbi shop's chanbers initiates the interview



by nam ng hinsel f.

"Come forward, Father Cornelius Dennis Mnaghan."

Connie starts into the office, boots clacking on the polished bronze
floor. Xallibos steps frombehind his desk, a glistery cube of black marble.

"Charl estown Parish holds a special place in nmy affections,” says the
archbi shop. "Wat brings you to this part of town?"

Connie fidgets, shifting first left, then right, until his face lies
mrrored in the hubcap-size Saint Cyril nedallion adorning Xallibos's chest.
"My soul is in tornent, Your G ace."

"' Torment.' Weighty word."

"I can find no other. Last Tuesday | laid a twd-week-old infant to
rest."”

"Term nal baptisn®"

Conni e ponders his reflection. It is winkled and deflated, like a
hel i um bal | oon purchased at a carnival |ong gone. "My eighth.”

"I know how you feel. After | dispatched nmy first infertile -- no left
testicle, right one shriveled beyond repair -- | got no sleep for a week."

Eyes glowing like nolten rubies, Xallibos stares directly at Connie. "Were
did you attend sem nary?"

"I sl e of Denver."

"And on the Isle of Denver did they teach you that there are in fact
two Churches, one invisible and eternal, the other -- "

"Tenporal and finite."

"Then they al so taught you that the latter Church is enpowered to
revise its sacranents according to the inperatives of the age." The
archbi shop's stare grows brighter, hotter, purer. "Do you doubt that present
privations conpel us to arrange early imortality for those who cannot secure
the rights of the unconceived?"

"The problemis that the infant | imortalized has a twin." Connie
swal | ows nervously. "Her nother stole her away before I could performthe
second baptism"”

"Stol e her away?"

"She fled in the nmiddle of the sacranent."”

"And the second child is |ikew se arid?"

"Left ovary, two hundred ninety prinordials. R ght ovary, three hundred
ten. "

"Lord..." A high whistle issues fromthe archbi shop, |ike water vapor
escaping a tea kettle. "Does she intend to quit the island?"

"I certainly hope not, Your Gace," says the priest, wincing at the
t hought. "She probably has no i nmedi ate pl ans beyond protecting her baby and
trying to -- "

Connie cuts hinself off, intinmdated by the sudden arrival of a
roly-poly man in a white hooded robe.

"Friar Janes Wlfe, MD.," says the nonk.

"Come forward, Friar Doctor Janes Wl fe," says Xallibos.

“I't would be well if you validated this posthaste." James Wl fe draws a
parchnent sheet fromhis robe and lays it on the archbi shop's desk. Connie
steals a glance at the report, hoping to learn the baby's fertility quotient,
but the relevant statistics are too faint. "The priest in question, he's
celebrating Mass in" -- sliding a | oose sl eeve upward, James Wl fe consults
his wistwatch -- "less than an hour. He's all the way over in Brookline."

Striding back to his desk, the archbi shop yanks a silver fountain pen
fromits hol der and decorates the parchment with his famous spidery signature.

" _Dom nus vobi scum _ Friar Doctor Wl fe," he says, handing over the

docunent .
As Wl fe rushes out of the office, Xallibos steps so close to Connie
that his nostrils fill with the archbi shop's | enon-scented aftershave |otion

"That man never has any fun," says Xallibos, pointing toward the
vani shing friar. "What fun do you have, Father Monaghan?"
"Fun, Your G ace?"



"Do you eat ice creanf Follow the fortunes of the Celtics?" He
pronounces "Celtics" with the hard _C_ mandated by the Third Lateran Council

Conni e inhales a hearty quantity of citrus funes. "I bake."

"Bake? Bake what? Bread?"

"Cooki es, Your Grace. Brownies, cheesecake, pies. For the Feast of the
Nativity, | make gi ngerbread magi."

"Wonderful . | like my priests to have fun. Listen, no matter what, the
rite nust be performed. If Angela Dunfey won't come to you, then you nust go
to her."

"She'll sinply run away again."

"Perhaps so, perhaps not. | have great faith in you, Father Cornelius
Denni s Monaghan. "

"More than | have in nyself," says the priest, biting his inner cheeks
so hard that his eyes fill with tears.

* * * %

"No," says Kate for the third time that night.

"Yes," insists Stephen, savoring the dual satisfactions of Kate's thigh
beneath his pal mand Arbutus rum washi ng through his brain.

Pi nching her cigarette in one hand, Kate strokes Baby Mal col m s
forehead with the other, lulling himto sleep. "It's w cked," she protests as
she places Mal col mon the rug beside the bed. "A crine against the future."

St ephen grabs the Arbutus bottle, pours hinself another glass, and,
addi ng a neasure of Dr. Pepper, takes a greedy gulp. He sets the bottle back
on the nightstand, next to Valerie Gallogher's enigmatic flower.

"Screw the unconcei ved," he says, throwing hinself atop his wife.

On Friday he'd shown the blossomto Gail Whittington, Dougherty High
School 's smartest science teacher, but her verdict proved unenlightening.

_Epi gaea repens, _ "trailing arbutus,"” a species with at least two clains to
fame: it is the state flower of the Massachusetts Archipel ago, and it has |ent
its name to the very brand of al cohol Stephen now consunes.

"No," says Kate once again. She drops her cigarette on the floor
crushes it with her shoe, and waps her arnms around him "I1'mnot ovul ating,"
she avers, forcing her stiff and slippery tongue inside his nouth. "Your sperm
aren't..."

"Last night, the Holy Father received a vision," Xallibos announces
fromthe video nmonitor. "Pictures straight from Satan's flam ng domain. Hel
is a fact, friends. It's as real as a stubbed toe."

St ephen whips off Kate's chemise with all the dexterity of Father
Monaghan renoving a christening gown. The rum of course, has nuch to do with
their nmutual wllingness (four glasses each, only mldly diluted with Dr.
Pepper), but beyond the Arbutus the two of them have truly earned this nonent.
Nei t her has ever skipped Mass. Neither has ever m ssed a Sacranent of
Extramarital Intercourse. And while any act of nonconceptual |ove technically
lies beyond the Church's powers of absolution, surely Christ will forgive them
a solitary lapse. And so they go at it, this sterile union, this forbidden
fruitlessness, this coupling fromwhich no soul can cone.

"Hedoni sts dissolving in vats of nmolten sulfur,"” says Xallibos.

The bedroom door squeal s open. One of Kate's middle children, Beatrice,
a gaunt six-year-old with flaking skin, enters holding a rude toy boat
whittled froma hunk of bark.

"Look what | made in school yesterday!"

"W're busy," says Kate, pulling the tattered nmuslin sheet over her
nakedness.

"Do you like my boat, Stephen?" asks Beatrice.

He slams a pillow atop his groin. "Lovely, dear."

"Go back to bed," Kate commands her daughter

"Onani sts drowning in | akes of boiling semen," says Xalli bos.

Beatrice fixes Stephen with her receding eyes. "Can we sail it tonorrow
on Parson's Pond?"



"Certainly. O course. Please go away."

"Just you and ne, right, Stephen? Not O aude or Tommy or Yol anda or
_anybody. _"

"Fl ayi ng machi nes, "
bananas. "

"Do you want a spanki ng?" seethes Kate. "That's exactly what you're
going to get, young |ady, the worst spanking of your whole lifel™

The child issues an el aborate shrug and strides off in a huff.

"I love you," Stephen tells his wife, removing the pillow fromhis
privates like a chef lifting the Iid froma stew pot.

Again they press together, throwing all they have into it, every linb
and gl and and orifice, no holds barred, no positions banned.

"Unpar donabl e," Kate groans.

"Unpar donabl e," Stephen agrees. He's never been so excited. His entire
body is an appendage to his |oins.

says Xallibos, "peeling the damed like ripe

"We' |l be dammed," she says.

"Forever," he echoes.

"Kiss me," she commands.

"Farewel |, friends," says Xallibos. "And keep those ki ddies com ng!"

* * * %

Westling the resin baptismal font fromthe trunk of his car, Connie
ponders the vessel's resenblance to a birdbath -- a place, he nmuses, for pious
sparrows to acconplish their avian ablutions. As he sets the vessel on his
shoul der and starts away, its edges digging into his flesh, a different
nmet aphor suggests itself. But if the font is Connie's Cross, and Constitution
Road his Via Dol orosa, where does that |eave his upcomng mssion to Angel a
Dunfey? Is he about to perform sone mnysterious act of vicarious atonenent?

"Morni ng, Father."

He slips the font fromhis shoulder, standing it upright beside a fire
hydrant. Hi s parishioner Valerie Gallogher weaves anid the nob, dressed in a
t hr eadbar e wool en parka.

"Far to go?" she asks brightly.

"End of the block."

"Want hel p?"

"l need the exercise."

Val erie extends her arm and they shake hands, mtten clinging to
mtten. "Made any special plans for Saint Patrick's Day?"

"I'"mgoing to bake shanrock cookies."

"Green?"
"Can't afford food coloring."
"I think |'ve got sone green -- you're welcone to it. Wiwo's at the end

of the bl ock?"

"Angel a Dunfey."

A shadow flits across Valerie's face. "And her daughter?"

"Yes," noans Connie. His throat constricts. "Her daughter.”

Valerie lays a synpathetic hand on his arm "If | don't have green, we
can probably fake it."

"Ch, Valerie, Valerie -- | wish I'd never taken Holy Orders."

"W'll mx yellowwith orange. |I'msorry, Father."

"I wish this cup would pass."

"I mean yellow with blue."

Conni e | oops his arnms around the font, enbracing it as he mght a
frightened child. "Stay with ne."

Toget her they wal k through the serrated March air and, reaching the
Warren Avenue intersection, enter the tunbl e-down pile of bricks |abeled No.
47. The foyer is as dimas a crypt. Switching on his penlight, Connie holds it
aloft until he discerns the label _A. Dunfey_ glued to a dented mail box. He
begins the clinmb to apartnment 8-C, his parishioner right behind. On the third
| andi ng, Connie stops to catch his breath. On the sixth, he sets down the
font. Valerie wipes his broww th her parka sleeve. She takes up the font, and



the two of themresune their ascent.

Angel a Dunfey's door is worny, cracked, and hangi ng by one hinge. The
nmere act of knocking swings it open

They find thenselves in the kitchen -- a small nusty space that woul d
have felt claustrophobic were it not so sparely furnished. A saucepan hangs
over the stove; a frying pan sits atop the icebox; the floor is a nottle of
splinters, tar paper, and | eprous shards of linoleum Valerie places the font
next to the sink. The basin in which Angel a Dunfey washes her dishes, Connie
notes, is actually smaller than the one in which the Church of the |Imediate
Conception imortalizes infertiles.

He tiptoes into the bedroom H s parishioner sleeps soundly, her
terrycl oth bathrobe parted down the middle to acconmodat e her groggy, nursing
infant; milk trickles fromher breasts, streaking her belly with white
rivulets. He nust nove now, quickly and deliberately, so there'll be no
struggle, no nelodramatic replay of 1 Kings 3:27, the desperate whore trying
to tear her baby away from Sol onbn's swordsman

Inhaling slowy, Connie |leans toward the mattress and, with the
dexterity of a weasel extracting the innards from an eggshell, slides the
barren baby free and carries her into the kitchen

Besi de the icebox Valerie sits glowering on a wobbly three-I|egged
st ool .

"Dearly bel oved, forasmuch as all humans enter the world in a state of
depravity," Conni e whispers, casting a wary eye on Valerie, "and forasmuch as
t hey cannot know the grace of our Lord except they be born anew of water" --
he lays the infant on the floor near Valerie's feet -- "I beseech you to call
upon God the Father that, through this baptism Merribell Dunfey may gain the
di vi ne ki ngdom "

"Don't beseech _me, " snaps Valerie.

Connie fills the saucepan, dunps the water into the font, and returns
to the sink for another load -- not exactly holy water, he nuses, not renotely
chrism but presumably not typhoidal either, the best the underbudgeted Boston
Water Authority has to offer. He deposits the |oad, then fetches another

A wide, mlky yawn twists Merribell's face, but she does not cry out.

At last the vessel is ready. "Bless these waters, O Lord, that they
m ght grant this sinner the gift of life everlasting."

Dropping to his knees, Connie begins removing the infant's diaper. The
first pin comes out easily. As he pops the second, the tip catches the ball of
his thunb. Crown of thorns, he decides, feeling the sting, seeing the bl ood.

He bears the naked infant to the font. Wtting his punctured thunb, he
touches Merribell's brow and draws the sacred plus sign with a nixture of
bl ood and water. "W receive this sinner unto the nystical body of Christ, and
do mark her with the Sign of the Cross."

He begins the i mersion. Skullcap. Ears. Cheeks. Muth. Eyes. O Lord,
what a nonstrous trust, this power to underwite a person's soul. "Merribel

Dunfey, | baptize you in the name of the Father..."
* * * %

Now comes the nausea, excavating Stephen's alinentary canal as he
kneel s before the porcelain toilet bowl. Hi s guilt pours forth in a searing
flood -- acidic strands of cabbage, caustic |unps of potato, glutinous strings
of bile. Yet these pains are nothing, he knows, conpared with what he'l
experience on passing fromthis world to the next.

Dr ai ned, he stunbles toward the bedroom Sonehow Kate has bundl ed t he
ol der children off to school before collapsing on the floor alongside the
baby. She shivers with renorse. Shrieks and giggles pour fromthe nursery: the
preschool ers engaged in a raucous ganme of Blind Man's Bl uff.

"Fl ayi ng machi nes," she mutters. Her tone is beaten, bloodless. She
lights a cigarette. "Peeling the damed like..."

WIl nmore rum hel p, Stephen wonders, or nerely make them sicker? He
extends his arm Passing over the nightstand, his fingers touch a box of
aspirin, brush the preserved _Epi gaea repens, _ and curl around the neck of the



hal f-full Arbutus bottle. A ruddy cockroach scurries across the doily.

"I kept WIly home today," says Kate, taking a drag. "He says his
stomach hurts.”

As he raises the bottle, Stephen realizes for the first time that the
| abel contains a block of type headed _The Story of Trailing Arbutus._ "Hs
stomach _always_ hurts." He studies the breezy little paragraph

"I think he's telling the truth."

_Epi gaea repens. _ Trailing arbutus. Myflower. And suddenly everything
is clear.

"What's today's date?" asks Stephen

"Si xteenth."

"March sixteenth?"

"Yeah."

"Then tonmorrow s Saint Patrick's Day."

"So what ?"

"Tonmorrow s Saint Patrick's Day" -- |like an auctioneer accepting a
final bid, Stephen slans the bottle onto the nightstand -- "and Valerie
Gal l ogher will be | eaving Boston Isle.™

"Roger's ol d teacher? Leavi ng?"
"Leaving." Snatching up the preserved flower, he dangles it before his

wife. "Leaving..."
* * * %

...and of the Son," says Connie, raising the sputtering infant from
the water, "and of the Holy Ghost."

Merribell Dunfey screeches and squirnms. She's slippery as a bar of
soap. Conni e manages to wap her in a dish towel and shove her into Valerie's
ar s.

"Let me tell you who you are," she says.

"Fat her Cornelius Dennis Mnaghan of Charl estown Parish.”

"You're a tired and bew | dered pilgrim Father. You're a weary wayfarer
like nyself."

Dribbling mlk, Angela Dunfey staggers into the kitchen. Seeing her
priest, she recoils. Her nouth flies open, and a how rushes out, a cry such
as Conni e imagi nes the damed spew forth while rotating on the spits of
Perdition. "Not her too! Not Merribell! No!"

"Your baby's all right," says Valerie.

Conni e cl asps his hands together, fingers knotted in agony and
supplication. He stoops. H's knees hit the floor, crashing against the
fractured linoleum "Please," he groans.

Angel a plucks Merribell fromValerie and affixes the squalling baby to
her nipple. "Ch, Merribell, Merribell..."

"Please.” Connie's voice is hoarse and jagged, as if he's been shot in
the larynx. "Please ... please," he beseeches. Tears roll fromhis eyes,
tickling his cheeks as they fall

"It's not _her_ job to absolve you," says Valerie.

Conni e snuffles the nucus back into his nose. "I know. "

"The boat | eaves tonorrow "

"Boat ?" Connie runs his sleeve across his face, blotting his tears.

"A rescue vessel," his parishioner explains. Sliding her hands beneath
his arnmpits, she raises himinch by inch to his feet. "Rather |ike Noah's
Ark."

* * * %

"Momy, | want to go hone."

"Tell that to your stepfather."

"It's cold."

"I know, sweetheart."

"And dark."

"Try to be patient."

"Mommy, my stomach hurts.”

"' msorry."



"My head too."

"You want an aspirin?"

"I want to go hone."

Is this a m stake? wonders Stephen. Shouldn't they all be in bed right
now i nstead of tronping around in this nocturnal mst, risking flu and
possi bly pneunoni a? And yet he has faith. Somewhere in the |abyrinthine
reaches of the Hoosac Docks, amd the tang of salt air and the stink of
rotting cod, a ship awaits.

@Quiding his wife and stepchildren down Pier 7, he studies the

possibilities -- the scows and barges, the tugs and trawl ers, the reefers and
bul k carriers. Gulls and gannets hover above the wharfs, squawking their
chroni c di sapproval of the world. Across the channel, lit by a sodi um vapor

searchlight, the _U S Constitution_ bobs in her customary berth beside
Char | estown Navy Yard

"What ' re we doi ng here, anyway?" asks Beatrice.

"Your stepfather gets these notions in his head." Kate presses the baby
ti ght against her chest, shielding himfromthe sea breeze.

"What's the _nane_ of the boat?" asks Roger

" _Mayfl ower, " answers Stephen

_Epi gaea repens, _ trailing arbutus, mayflower.

"How do you spell it?" Roger denands.

"Ma-y..."

"o f-l-o-we-r?"

"Good j ob, Roger," says Stephen

"I _read_it," the boy explains indignantly, pointing straight ahead
with the collective fingers of his right mtten.

Fifty yards away, noored between an oil tanker and a bait shack, a
battered freighter rides the incomng tide. Her stern displays a single word,
_Mayflower, a name that to the inhabitants of Boston Isle neans far nore than
the sumof its letters.

"Now can we go hone?" asks Roger

"No," says Stephen. He has taught the story countless tinmes. The
Separatists' departure fromEngland for Virginia ... their hazardous voyage

t hei r unpl anned | anding on Plynouth Rock ... the signing of the covenant
wher eby the non-Separatists on board agreed to obey whatever rules the
Separatists inposed. " _Now_ we can go on a nice |long voyage."

"On _that__ thing?" asks WIly.

"You're not serious," says Laura.

"Not me," says d aude.

"Forget it," says Yol anda.

"Sayonara," says Tonmmy.

"I think 1'"mgoing to throw up," says Beatrice.

"I't's not your decision," Stephen tells his stepchildren. He stares at
the ship's hull, blotched with rust, blistered with decay, another victim of
t he Del uge. A passenger whom he recogni zes as his nei ghbor M chael Hines |eans
out a porthole like a prairie dog peering fromits burrow "Until further
notice, | make all the rules.”

Hal f by entreaty, half by coercion, he leads his disgruntled famly up
t he gangpl ank and onto the quarterdeck, where a squat man in an orange
rai ncoat and a maroon watch cap demands to see their ticket.

"Happy Saint Patrick's Day," says Stephen, flourishing the preserved
bl ossom

"We're putting you people on the fo'c'sle deck,” the nman yells above
the grow of the idling engines. "You can hide behind the pianos. At ten
o' clock you get a bran nuffin and a cup of coffee.”

As St ephen guides his stepchildren in a single file up the forward
| adder, the crew of the Myflower_ reels in the nooring lines and ravels up
t he anchor chains, setting her adrift. The engines kick in. Smoke pours from
the freighter's twin stacks. Sunlight seeps across the bay, tinting the
eastern sky hot pink and making the island s many-w ndowed towers glitter |ike



Christmas trees.
A sleek Immortality Corps cutter glides by, headed for the wharfs,
evidently unaware that enenm es of the unconceived |lie close at hand.

Slowy, cautiously, Stephen negotiates the maze of wooden crates -- it
seens as if every piano on Boston Isle is being exported today -- until he
reaches the starboard bulwark. As he curls his palmaround the rail, the

_Mayfl ower _ crui ses past the Mystic Shoals, maneuvering amd the rocks like a
skier follow ng a slalomcourse

"Hell o, Stephen." A large woman lurches into view, abruptly kissing his
cheek.

He gul ps, blinking Iike a man emerging into sunlight fromthe darkness
of a copulatorium Valerie Gallogher's presence on the _Mayfl ower_ doesn't
surprise him but he's taken aback by her conpani ons. Angel a Dunfey, suckling
little Merribell. Her cousin, Lorna, still spectacularly pregnant. And, nost
shocking of all, Father Mnaghan, |eaning his frail frame against his
bapti smal font.

St ephen says, "Did we...? Are you...?"

"My bl ood has spoken," Valerie Gallogher replies, her red hair flying
like a pennant. "In nine months | give birth to our child."

VWer eupon the sky above Stephen's head begins swarming with tiny black
birds. No, not birds, he realizes: devices. Ovul ati on gauges sail through the
air, a dozen at first, then scores, then hundreds, imediately pursued by
equal numbers of spermcounters. As the little nmachi nes splash down and sink
dar keni ng the harbor like the contraband tea froman earlier nonent in the
hi story of Boston insurgency, a nuffled but inpassioned cheer arises anpbng the
st onawnays.

"Hel | o, Fat her Mnaghan." Stephen unstraps his spermcounter. "Didn't
expect to find _you_ here."

The priest sniles feebly, drumming his fingers on the lip of the font.
"Valerie informs me you' re about to beconme a father again. Congratul ations."

"My instincts tell me it's a boy," says Stephen, |eaning over the rail.
"He's going to get a second candy cane at Christmas," asserts the bew | dered
pilgrimas, with a wan snile and a sudden flick of his wist, he breaks his
bondage to the future

* * * %

If I don't act now, thinks Connie as he pivots toward Valerie
Gal l ogher, 1'Il never find the courage again.

"Do we have a destination?" he asks. Like a bear preparing to ascend a
tree, he hugs the font, pulling it against his chest.

"Only a purpose."” Valerie sweeps her hand across the horizon. "W won't
find any Edens out there, Father. The entire Baltinore Reef has becone a
wriggling mass of flesh, newborns stretching shore to shore."™ She renpbves her
ovul ation gauge and throws it over the side. "In the Mnneapolis Keys, the
Corps routinely casts honosexual nmen and nenopausal woren into the sea. On the
California Archipelago, male parishioners receive periodic potency tests and

"The Atlanta Insularity?"

"A nightmare."

"Manm |Isle?"

"Forget it."

Connie |l ays the font atop the bulwark, then clanbers onto the rail
straddling it like a child riding a see-saw. A | oop of heavy-duty chain
encircles the font, the steel links flashing in the rising sun. "Then what's
our course?"

"East," says Valerie. "Toward Europe. Wat are you doi ng?"

"East," Conni e echoes, tipping the font seaward. "Europe."

A muffled, liquid crash reverberates across the harbor. The font
di sappears, dragging the chain behind it.
"Fat her!"

Drawing in a deep breath, Connie studies the chain. The spiral of |inks



unwi nds qui ckly and snoothly, like a coiled rattlesnake striking its prey. The
sl ack vani shes. Connie feels the iron shackle seize his ankle. He flips over.
He falls.

"Bl ess these waters, O Lord, that they mght grant this sinner the gift
of life everlasting..."

"Fat her!"

He plunges into the harbor, penetrating its cold hard surface: an
experi ence, he decides, not unlike throwi ng oneself through a plate gl ass
wi ndow. The waters envelop him filling his ears and stinging his eyes.

_We welconme this sinner into the nystical body of Christ, and do mark
himwith the Sign of the Cross,_ Connie recites in his mnd, reaching up and
drawi ng the sacred plus sign on his forehead.

He exhal es, bubbl e foll ow ng bubbl e.

_Cornelius Dennis Mnaghan, | baptize you in the nanme of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Gnhost, _ he concludes, and as the black wi nd
sweeps through his brain, sucking himtoward immortality, he knows that he's
never been happi er.
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