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TIM KEANE

CLEAN

whispering secrets to Sister Ann by the pews

where boys from 3-B sit waiting their turns along
the two confession boxes near the back of the church.
Overhead the hanging lights are like upside down ice
cream cones, glowing low over the dark pews and turned
on low because today isn't a mass. It's so hard to see as
they head up the aisle. Kneeling in the pew, Cian thinks
again about the newspaper man and he wonders was that
the same as going to work, standing on the milk box
selling papers? Not really work. Because he didn’t take a
bus. And he didn’t have to wear a costume. Where could
you get a free job like that? Like a savage. Or like a snob.

Passing into the cool dark you can hear Sister Ruth
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Or both. Like going downtown to the Gifted School with
those three tall girls with dark hair who live over
Ginsberg’s candy store. Even live with them. Comb their
hair for them. Listen to the tongue and lip stories about
boys that they tell each other. Live with them around the
corner but still eat supper at night with Kathleen and
Ma. And then live with Paolo too in the hideout that
they’ll build today with that yellow wood, if no one stole
it by now. Build a whole house. Because there aren’t
rules anymore. Just Ma. And Kathleen. And Pepi. And if
the newspaper man was right that heaven is breathing
then maybe Jesus knows that too. Jesus would never do
confession. He threw people out of church once. He didn’t
like money and Caesar. Caesar is the German shepherd
who lived on Nicy’s old block and got put to sleep for
biting a cop. And what did the cops do with the man’s
newspapers that they put in the trunk? Threw them out
maybe into a barrel. And that brick and the blue cup of
coins. Why could you arrest someone just for shouting at
a lady in a yellow dress? Tushkus. Rump.

Keef is the first boy from their class to go into the
confession box as the green cross turns to red over the
door. The carving on the door shows a snake climbing a
tree where a lady takes the apple as the snake smiles,
showing long fangs.

Sister Ruth steps ahead to open the other
confession door as Jimmy Dooley with his uniform
sweater full of white cat hair passes underneath
Sister’s low hanging sleeve, ducking into the pitch
black doorway looking as if he's going to fall off a cliff.
When the door shuts, the green cross goes red. They
say you can’t see when you are in the boxes but last
night in that narrow red confession box he could see
the red floor and the red walls, easy.
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~ He turns to where Paolo is praying two pews back
and a hand takes hold of his neck, Sister Ruth’s hand.
“Face the altar, I'll call you when it’s your time, Mister
Tardy. You can admire the scenery when confession is
done.” '

Somebody in a faraway pew giggles. Giggling
people like it when other people get in trouble. But
really it’s only funny sometimes. Like when Mister
Gorges on the corner of his block got his green hose
caught around his ankles and he fell forward and older
boys had to help untangle the hose as it wrapped
around his knees.

The snake on the confession door is brown. At the
altar a statue of Jesus shows him balanced on a smooth
rock. On the other side of the altar the Virgin Mary holds
the baby. The baby is Jesus. You could build another
church using the pictures of Gods from the E book. Build a
church with statues of Amon and Ra and Isis and
especially Bast, instead of just those two white statues up
there. And he could be a priest in that church. And he
could marry Nicy in that new church. They would wear the
costumes like the Egypt people in the E book wear. Gold
around your neck and a green and white crown and paint
black around your eyes.

He remembers how Nicy before she left at
Christmas held his hand and bossed him. “You better
kiss me right next time.” And that’s a sin, what they
did behind the Christmas tree. He could say that sin
when it’s his turn in the box. “I tried to kiss my cousin,
Father.” But really it was her idea. So it was her sin.
He could confess it anyway. Because Sister said you
should have at least three sins to do a proper
confession. Is a wish a sin? His birthday wish. Aunt
Ann gave him that idea. Wish for something good to
happen. But making a wish isn’'t against one of the
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commandments. Ma said it’'s the opposite of a sin.
Maybe he could lie and confess that he called Kathleen
an ass. :

“Mister Corley, up.” He slides across the empty
pew. His head feels dizzy. And white. White-cold
across his cheeks as he ducks underneath Sister’s
sleeve, folding his hands together over his rosaries.

He kneels in the dark, a black as dark as the sky
-when you can’t see the moon or stars. The door shuts,
making it pitch black. It smells like a closet in someone
else’s house. The shelf he leans his elbows on is scratchy,
like sandpaper.

A voice from inside the wall tells him, “Begin, son,”
so he moves his face close to the wall. “Father, forgive
me, this is my first confession.” Saying first confession
feels like a lie. He remembers the red color of the
confession box last night. That priest with the calm
Mister Gogol voice.

There’s no sound. Finally the priest behind the wall
asks, “And what sins have you come here to confess?”
Come here to confess sounds like he rode far on a camel
to get here. But its so serious and dark that he tries to
remember a sin, thinking of Paolo and the Luna Song.
The nickels he stole from Ma’s room to pay Paolo to sing.
Moving as close to the wall as he can, he says, “I stole
nickels when my mother was in the shower. And the
nickels I give to my best friend, who sings weird songs for
me.”

The wall shakes, like someone moving in there. A
wood chair, creaking. “What else son?”

He swallows hard and wonders whether Nicy made
her first confession yet.

“Last year I tried to kiss my cousin at Christmas.”
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The priest says nothing and the creaking behind the
wall starts up again, scary. He waits and wonders maybe
you just keep listing more sins?

“Also, Father, ] made a bad birthday wish that my
father would leave, for good.” Cian leans his chin on his
folded hands. “And that wish came true. Last night it
happened.” As he repeats the wish, he wonders did the
priest hear it at all? The creaking in the wall gets louder
and like the sound of wood snapping a window in front of
his face slides open letting in bright spots of light. In the
light, he can see Monsignor McNamara, his pink face,
from the side, his neck all dangly like clay. There’s a
purple scarf around his neck. White eyelashes and white
eyebrows and Monsignor's eyes staring ahead. “Son, sit
in there, quiet. When I'm done with this boy on this side I
will be back to hear your confession. But don’t interrupt
me again.”

The sliding door shuts like a slap.

In the new dark he can see his own white hands, the
spongy brown of the kneeler, even the round light bulb on
the low ceiling just over his head. He sees the curly knob
on the door, a doorknob shaped like a peach. If he
opens that door and just walks out, Sister Ruth will
think he’s done confession.

He presses his ear to the scratchy wall. Inside the
wall, Monsignor says, “Go on, speak more slowly, son.
Why was it you pulled that young girl’s hair?”

A boy on the other side answers Monsignor’s
question in low mumbles. That boy could be anyone
from his class. Maybe even Paolo. Or Keef. Or even a
boy from 3-B. He stands from the kneeler holding on to
the peach-shaped doorknob, his hands shaking, as if
Dad might be waiting right outside to catch him. But it
won’t be Dad out there. Or the devil. Or anyone except
Sister Ruth. And she will think he finished. And she
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will guide him back to the pew like she did with the
other boys when they came out of the confession box.
Clean as sparkling glass. Clean as ice. Clean as the
sun. He feels clean already. Because it’s better, it’s
great, that Monsignor didn’t hear him say his birthday
wish. Because that would have ruined the wish. Once
you tell a wish, it doesn’t happen.

Opening the door, he feels like he’s stepping down
a stairwell without steps.

Sister jumps up off the pew hurrying to catch the
door. Her face surprised, surprised but busy as she lets
him pass and she points at John to get up and go
inside next. “Mister Miller, today please. You're next.
Make way for Mister Miller, Mister Corley.” As John
gets up his arms shake and his elbow bumps into
Cirri’s shoulder as Cian slides back to the pew feeling
so alive he might shout. He smiles at the other boys in
the pew, boys who finished confession and pray. Their
eyes are closed tight because they think they might go
to hell and he hears Hail Mary’s in whispers,
whispered prayers that could be coming down from the
ceiling. He closes his eyes and folds his hands and
thinks of Ma at home. It would be lucky to be at home
now with Ma, who’s in her orange dress. And the E
book is safe under his bed. The God, Bast, who he
knows could see him now. Because Bast always sees
and knows too.

And John’s in that confession box right now.
Monsignor McNamara thinks John is him. And if
people think you are someone else, then you are.

Clean as ice. Clean as the sun.

A colored janitor up at the altar waters the silver
pot of flowers. Tulips. For Easter, this Sunday. The
tulips look like white bugles. The man uses a white
cloth to wipe the dirt off the edge of the pot and then
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he pats the dirt, pressing his fingers into the silver
bowl. The cart with wheéls right behind him has rolls of
paper lined up on it like buildings. And when the janitor
looks out at the pews and sees Cian watching, he smiles
back, as if he knows what Cian just did, walking out of
the confession box when he was supposed to have really
waited for Monsignor, to do a proper confession and the
janitor nods his head in Cian’s direction and smiles at
him, like he knows. Like he knows what a perfect thing it
was to do.

Tim Keane is a poet and novelist from The Bronx, New
York. “Clean” is from his recently completed novel, That
Strange Flower the Sun. He is at work on a sequel, Bad.
His poetry has appeared in Apostrophe, Denver
Quarterly, International Poetry  Review, and
Shenandoah.
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