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Dedicated
To the God of Love

Whose Ways are Mysterious
and Highly Effective.

“In the centre of the castle of Brahman, our own body,
there is a small shrine in the form of a lotus flower,

and within can be found a small space.
We should find who dwells there,

and we should want to know him.”
—Chandogya Upanishad 8:1

Thanks
To all those who have helped me

to find my way through various passages,
challenging transitions, and intriguing mazes

during this adventurous journey
that we call life.
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Prologue

Once, very long ago, there was a boy who was separated from
his family. From infancy he lived in a cave in the forest with
wolves. When he was found, they tried to “civilize” him and
taught him language. But if someone asked him his name, he
simply responded, “The wolf.”

Although I was not raised in a cave, when I heard this true
story I identified with the wolf child because I have always felt so
“different” from people raised in more traditional families.

This memoir takes a look across more than half a century at
the “wolf child” experience that shaped my early years. The
impressions I offer here were engraved on my mind during the
years from birth to age eighteen (1932-1950).

Some three decades ago I began writing about the traumatic
dislocations I experienced in my youth. Therefore, as I wrote this
memoir in recent years, the wealth of impressions in my archive
greatly helped me. Those impressions came in very handy when
I revisited the lone wolf I was developing into as a boy and when
I reflected on the people who populated my life.

As I review the story now, the sentimental passages bring
tears and the outrageous passages bring laughter. Also, I need to
note here that I view this adventure of “life” as an ever-changing
saga that we illustrate with images comprised of thoughts and
emotions that can at times be contradictory. But I think that goes
with the complexity of the human condition.

This is a story about real people who could be open and
honest, passionate and intense, eccentric and odd. I remember
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well what they were like, and despite any flaws that I may have
revealed here, I have loved each and every one of them. They
did the best they could to cope with life, in their own way. Each
of them made a lasting impression on me, and they enriched my
life during those very sensitive early years.
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Some people seem to arrive on this planet during very good
times, and others are fated to arrive during difficult periods. It
was February 11, 1932, when I came screaming into the Greater
Boston area after an unusually long struggle to make my escape
from my mother’s womb. It also happened to be the time of the
Great Depression, an economic collapse that had plunged
America into daily fiscal disaster and enormous stress.

My father, who was known as Fred O’Connell even though
his first name was Thomas, was one of the unemployed. All I
know about those early years is based on a series of very
disconnected impressions, and a jigsaw puzzle of fragments of
conversation dropped into my ears by my father during random
conversations many years later.

It seems that my mother, Margaret Henderson, was employed
as cashier at Children’s Hospital in Boston when my father met
her. He told me that they soon fell in love, and nearly five years
before I was born they married secretly because of family biases
about religion.

My mother’s family had a Scottish and Protestant background,
while my father was an Irish-American Roman Catholic. In those
days the two faiths were incompatible, so even though Margaret
and Fred were married, they pretended to be single and stayed
for a while in their respective homes.

After their marriage came out in the open, they remarried in
the Catholic Church, formed their own home, and tried for years
to have a child. But they were unsuccessful. Then the family
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doctor told them, “You’re trying too hard.” It seems that by being
more relaxed, they were able to conceive me.

Apparently, the pregnancy went smoothly, but the birth
process in a rented house on Curve Street in Dedham did not.
The labor was prolonged, and according to my father, the moment
I was born “everything deteriorated.”

At the time when I made my entrance into this journey we
call life, there were many home births like mine. The idea of
being hospitalized had not yet taken hold. And there’s no way of
knowing whether a hospital environment would have helped my
mother’s severe postpartum depression.

In 1932, effective antidepressant medications had not yet
been invented. Unfortunately, her depressed state of mind
worsened, steadily moved her away from reality, and eventually
led her into a state insane asylum where she was considered to
be “terminally insane.”

In the meantime, I became a difficult child. Being highly
sensitive and stubborn, I cried loudly and often. Then, to
complicate matters, when I was six months old one of my lungs
collapsed and I lost half my body weight, which brought me to
the brink of death. According to my father, I was restored to
health at Children’s Hospital in Boston.

When I was about a year old, my brother Jackie was born,
and my mother was no longer able to care for us. To solve the
problem, we were placed in separate temporary care situations
somewhere in the Boston area. According to stories my father
told, I lived with relatives and strangers, sometimes in very
acceptable neighborhoods, and also in Boston area slums.

Jackie, I learned, was a friendly and calm child. As my
opposite, he was easy, not difficult like me. But he suffered from
neglect in the home where he was located, contracted pneumonia,
and he died in my father’s arms en route to the hospital in Boston.
In an eerie coincidence, the date of his death at age one was
February 11, my second birthday.

The earliest memory that stayed with me later on was the
stiff, unreal image of Jackie in his casket during the wake that
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was held in the living room of Granny O’Connell’s house. It was
common then to hold wakes in homes, not in funeral parlors.

As for my mother, if she was already in a deep depression
before my brother’s untimely death, this tragedy certainly
intensified her condition. It seems that when I was not yet three
years old, she went back to live with her parents, who locked her
in their attic, according to my father. He told me that when he
finally got expert psychiatric care for her it was too late. She was
committed to a state asylum where she was described as
“incurably insane.”

My father told me that the last time he and I saw my mother
was during a visit in which she took my body in her arms and
then heaved me into the air across the insane asylum lobby in an
attempt to kill me. But he said I landed in a potted plant. I have
no memory of that episode, nor do I have any other clear memories
of my earliest years except for that still picture of my only brother
lying in a casket.

From what I was told later by my father, I was bounced around
in those early years like a piece of baggage with a confused
destination label. I have no idea how many foster homes I lived
in. But I know that from about age four to five I was living with
my father and Granny O’Connell in her old duplex at 22 Walnut
Place in East Dedham, next to the railroad station. I assumed
that this would be my permanent home, but that was an erroneous
assumption. Fate had other plans.



12

2

It was a humid summer day in 1937, and I was very quiet as
my father’s shiny new Plymouth sedan passed the “Entering
Norwood” sign.

“It’s a nice town, Tommy,” I heard my father say, as if through
some kind of echo chamber. “It’s only a few miles from Dedham,
and you’ll like it at Mrs. White’s. There are boys your own age to
play with. It’ll be better for you there.”

I said nothing, but my mind was whirling with thoughts of
going to live in a strange town with a woman I had never seen.
My thoughts were not cheerful thoughts. Instead, they were angry
thoughts. And they were aimed at the man who was supposed to
be my father.

Not that I questioned the reality of my father’s relationship to
me, but I wondered how a father could leave me behind, over
and over, in homes where I didn’t want to be, and then take me
back to Granny’s where I really felt at home, and then once again
take me away to another place where I didn’t want to be.

During that ride from East Dedham to Norwood, I told myself
I would never call Fred O’Connell “Dad” again. And when I
made up my mind to do something I could be unusually resolute
about it.

“The Bureau says Mrs. White’s is one of their best homes,”
explained my father as we drove along Washington Street across
the Westwood-Norwood town line. He pushed several strands of
windblown hair into place over the growing bald area on his
forehead. “You know your grandmother isn’t well. She’s found it
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hard keeping up with you. So there’s no other choice right now.
It’ll work out for the best, Tommy. You’ll see.”

I said nothing as my five-and-a-half-year-old mind rejected
my father’s explanation. I was furious about being uprooted from
Granny’s old duplex near the railroad tracks. On the previous
day, after I had heard the news about my impending departure, I
had screamed and shouted ferociously, but the screaming and
shouting had not stopped the packing of bags.

Additional screaming and shouting before we had left had
not stopped the trip in my father’s new Plymouth on this overcast
August Sunday. So now I had switched from boisterous outrage
to stubborn silence. My dark brown eyes were rimmed with an
irritated redness and were watery now, and my chest and stomach
were aching, but I held back the tears.

I’m not gonna stay there, I thought as we left the cobblestone
main street and took a left turn near Clark’s Pharmacy at the
corner of Washington Street and Railroad Avenue. I’m just gonna
run away from there first chance I get.

As we drove by a cluster of factories, I took in an exotic
smell. Then we bounced over some railroad tracks, made a left
turn, and a couple of minutes later we stopped in front of a large
dark brown house with white trim and a small front porch.

I hate this place, I thought as my father said, “It’s a nice
house, Tommy. It’s much better than your grandmother’s.” I stared
straight ahead. I didn’t share my father’s opinions on my new
location. There was only one place where I wanted to be, and it
made no difference to me that Granny’s place was old and small.
I loved it there.

My father’s large-veined hand reached out and touched the
back of my head and rubbed it. “I guess we’d better go in now.
It’s time.” I felt like I needed to vomit, and I also felt like pushing
my father’s hand away, but instead I just sat quietly staring through
the windshield with blurred vision, looking at nothing in particular.

My father’s hand paused softly on the nape of my neck. “I
love you, Tommy. I’ll be up to see you as often as I can.” The
tears began to push their way from my eyes as I thought, If you
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say you love me why are you putting me in this stupid place?
You’re sick of me, or else you’d keep me. But I’m not gonna stay
here. Nope. I don’t know where I’ll go, but I won’t stay here in
this stinkin’ place.

“I’ll get your things from the back seat and we’ll go in.” My
father’s voice seemed to be coming at me like part of a bad dream.
But it was no dream. And the reality of it almost paralyzed me.
The reality of it was very present in my mind as I balked at leaving
the Plymouth. The reality was there when I started screaming in
outrage as my father pulled me up the front walk. And the reality
was there as I continued to scream in outrage for the better part
of five days.
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At the end of the fifth day though, when my tear ducts were
just about bone dry and my throat was aching and my chest
muscles were constricted, I knew that my rage was not going to
return me to Granny O’Connell’s. I knew the world wasn’t going
to adjust to my wishes. And I knew that everybody else was fed
up with my crying.

“Hey, I want to tell ya somethin’, Tommy.” It was the friendly
voice of the dark-haired boy my own size, but I held my head in
its face-down position against the tear-soaked pillow, and I kept
my body in its prone position on the large double bed.

For nearly five days I had stubbornly maintained that posture,
and I was not planning to give it up without a struggle. “Aw,
come on, Tommy. I want to tell ya somethin’.”

For five days I had refused to communicate, had answered
no questions, and had asked no questions. I had ignored the
presence of all the other boys, including the two in my bedroom.
And I had refused to acknowledge the existence of my new
guardian, Mrs. White.

Well, I thought, maybe I ought to listen to this kid. Maybe I
should stop cryin’ now. I’m gettin’ sick o’ cryin’ anyhow. Moving
my head a little, I opened my eyes and looked up at the dark-
haired boy. But I still said nothing, holding my tears in check,
figuring the other boy would understand that I was willing to
listen.

“I don’t want to scare ya, Tommy, but in Boston there’s a
place worse than this where they send kids like us. It’s The House
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of the Angel Guardian, and it sounds nice, but it’s wicked there.
They beat up kids, and whip ’em and everything. Bobby Resker
says there’s a boy named Chocolates that just left here, and he
came from there and he had scars all over his back from the
whippings. So you ought to stop cryin’. Anyhow, when people
leave kids in this place, they don’t come back even if ya cry your
head off.”

“But I don’t want to live here.”
“You have to. Anyhow, we can be pals. I’m gonna be in the

first grade same as you.”
I pulled myself to a sitting position. “I guess I’ll try and stop

cryin’.” I looked around the room next to the attic on the third
floor and I thought, I hate this stupid room way up in the air. I
hate the way the ceilin’ prackly comes right down on top of us. I
don’t want to live here. But I guess I won’t be goin’ to East Dedham
to Granny’s house. My father won’t take me back. He doesn’t
want me anymore.

“I’m Dave Rothwell.” The dark-haired boy held out his hand
and smiled. “We just came here too, me and my brother Joe.”
For the first time in five days I smiled, because I was feeling a
hint of something other than horror and unhappiness. Dave’s
friendly message had reached me.

We shook hands and I said, “My name’s Thomas O’Connell
Frederick Junior.” I gave him my version of what I thought was
my full name. Dave laughed and asked me what my “reg’lar
name” was. Then I said, “Tommy.” And Dave told me, “We were
all wonderin’ when you was gonna stop bawlin’.”

Up the stairwell came Mrs. White’s voice. “’Tis time for supper,
David.”

“Okay, Mom. Be right down.” He nudged me and whispered,
“Everybody here calls her Mom, so you better too.”

I nodded and said nothing. I questioned the idea of calling
this woman “Mom” as the others did. As far as I was concerned,
she was not my mother and I had not asked to be housed with
her, and I didn’t care what the others did. I was only concerned
with my own predicament. No “Mom” White for me.
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“Has the O’Connell boy stopped his blatherin’ yet?” It was
Mrs. White’s voice again.

Dave shouted, “He just stopped.”
“Well, ’tis grand to hear that. Thanks be to God for small

favors. Bring him down with ye to supper.”
“Okay, Mom.” Dave turned to me. “We better get goin’. If you

don’t do things quick around here you get the switch on your behind.”
Although I didn’t know what the switch was, I didn’t like the

sound of it, so I decided not to resist the supper invitation, and
as I went down the stairs I wiped the remaining tears from my
swollen eyelids. “. . . five boys would be plenty, Margaret.” I
could hear a man talking as we neared the kitchen. “You’ve got
your hands full already.”

Into the large kitchen went Dave, with me close behind. At
her gleaming white Glenwood gas stove, the Irish widow, Mrs.
White, was there energetically stirring the steaming contents of
an oversized blue enamelware pot. “Sure they were the farthest
away and praise be to God they’re first to the table.”

“They look like two stray ponies,” said the man with the
gray-black hair. “But they’ll fill out soon. Maggie White’s stew
and dumplin’s will stick to your ribs, boys.” I wondered what he
meant by food sticking to my ribs. How could it do that?

My head was tilted downward, with my eyes fixed on the
geometric pattern of the white and green inlaid linoleum. When
the man’s feet came toward me I didn’t look up. “I’m Mister
Vincent, the boarder.” As I looked up, I saw the man Mrs. White
called “Charless” peering down at me through steel-rimmed
spectacles. “It’s good to have you here with us now, Master
O’Connell.” Charles Vincent’s gentle hand took mine, shook it
lightly, then released it. I didn’t understand the use of the word
“Master,” but I didn’t ask about it either.

“He’s a quiet one, Margaret.”
Her voice resounded through the kitchen, “Sure it hasn’t

been quiet since he set foot on the front piazza, Charless. In all
my born days I never heard the like o’ his cryin’ and blatherin’.
Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, ’twas enough to drive a person daft.”
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I slowly raised my eyes and carefully examined the heavy
woman who was to be my guardian. She had large fleshy arms,
powder-white skin, blue-white hair, a round ruddy face, and
rimless glasses perched on her small nose. In her large right
hand she wielded an oversized spoon that she was using to stir
the concoction brewing on the range. Her free hand shot out
then, and tapped the side of my head.

“Faith and your eyes will be red for a month o’ Sundays,
Tommy O’Connell.”

“Here come the rest of the Indians,” announced the boarder
as the other boys crowded into the kitchen and pulled me along
with them toward the white enameled-steel table surrounded by
wooden chairs that were painted a shiny white. “Take that chair
near the wall, Thomas,” ordered Mom White. “That’s your place
from now on. And mind ye, don’t ye forget it.” I took my seat as
commanded.

Mister Vincent introduced me to the other boys and explained
that Dave Rothwell was going into the first grade as I was, his
brother Joe was going into the second, Bobby Resker into the
fourth, Richard Roy into the ninth, and John Desmond had
already graduated from Norwood High School.

As the introductions were made, each boy nodded politely at
me, and I nodded shyly at each of them. I wondered why they
were so quiet. At this point I had not learned Mrs. White’s
commandment: “There’ll be no blatherin’ at the table, and ye’ll
speak only when spoken to.”

After the food was served, Mrs. White sat in the chair nearest
the stove. Then there was a sudden burst of action. When Joe
Rothwell’s hand reached toward the dish full of bread, Mrs. White’s
large arm flashed through the air and her chubby fist whacked
the back of the outstretched hand. Joe withdrew it, breadless,
and massaged it to ease the pain. “There’ll be no boardin’ house
reachin’ in the White house,” she warned. “I told ye that yesterday,
Joseph. When I say a thing I say it once and that’s that.” Mrs.
White took the large plate of bread, passed it first to Mister
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Vincent, then to the older boys across the table, then to Dave
and Joe, and finally to me.

I was learning about seniority, along with the other clear
message that it was self-destructive to reach out for items on the
White table. As I thought about her strictness, I heard Joe noisily
slurping his stew. “We don’t eat like pigs here, Joseph,” she
warned. “We eat like human bein’s. If the stew’s hot for ye, let it
cool off a mite.”

I leaned over to watch Joe’s reaction. “What are ye lookin’ at,
Thomas?” Her brow was furrowed as her electric blue eyes drilled
into my brown ones.

“Nothin’,” I mumbled, with my face reddening as she focused
her attention on me. “What is it ye said? We don’t mumble here.
We mind our own bee’s wax and when we eat we keep our eyes
on our own plate and ye speak when spoken to. And we say
please when we ask for somethin’ and we say thank you when we
get it. And when I land on one of ye if another one gets too nosy
he gets the back o’ me hand in his puss.”

I paid close attention to her lecture, with deep fear building
up inside of me. I did not want the back of her strong hand. As I
continued to eat, I thought about the difference between Granny’s
house and this new place. I could talk at Granny’s and grab
things if I felt like it, but Mrs. White was much stricter.

At age five-and-a-half I was learning fast that I was under
Mrs. White’s jurisdiction, like it or not, and there was no
questioning her authority. In the house at 42 Mountain Avenue
in Norwood it was extremely clear that she was undisputed
monarch.
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Later that evening, as I was getting ready for bed with Dave
and Joe, Dave said, “What a crier you are, Tommy. I never heard
anyone cry so much.”

“Didn’t you cry when they took ya here?”
“A little, but I never saw anybody bawl like you.”
“Well, I’m not bawlin’ now.”
Joe took off his undershirt. “We thought you was never gonna

stop cryin’. We could hardly sleep or anythin’.”
I shrugged my shoulders and slipped into my pajama bottoms.

Then I noticed a massive scar on Joe’s chest. “What’s that?”
“Where I was burnt when I was little. My sister spilled a pot

o’ hot coffee on me and I almost died.”
Dave explained, “He’s okay now though.”
Joe added, “Except the skin’s tight where the scar is.” His

chest seemed sunken, as if the taut skin were pulling him inward.
We all became quiet. Then I thought about Joe’s infringement

of the supper table rules. “Joe, did she hurt ya when she hit your
hand?”

“Yuh, she can really hurt a kid.” I looked toward the stairwell,
then whispered, “I hate it here.”

“Me too,” said Joe. “She’s a pain in the behind.”
“She better not hear ya talkin’,” warned Dave.
“Who cares?” Joe shrugged his round shoulders. “She ain’t

my mother.”
“Ya gotta do what she says,” said Dave, “or else you’ll get

licked or switched.”
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“How come she licks everybody?” I asked.
“I dunno,” said Joe. “She just does.”
Dave fired a question at me. “When’s your Pop gonna take

you back? After the elementary school’s all done? Like our Pop’s
gonna do?”

As I tried to reply, tears filled my eyes. “I dunno. He . . .
didn’t . . . say . . .”

“Oh brother,” said Joe, “I hope he ain’t gonna go and cry
five more days.”

I wiped the new tears from my eyes and said, “I won’t cry
anymore.”

“You got any brothers ’n sisters?” asked Joe.
“Nope.” I shook my head. “I had a little brother once but he

got sick and died.”
“We got five sisters and five brothers,” said Joe proudly.

“There’s twelve of us . . . and Pop.”
“Our Mom died,” added Dave, “so we had to come here.”

Dave’s eyes became watery.
“Some of our older brothers and sisters are stayin’ with Pop,”

Joe explained. “But us little kids had to go, so me and Dave
came here a couple o’ weeks ago and some of our sisters went to
a convent.”

“What’s a convent?” I asked.
Joe shrugged his shoulders. “Some kind of a holy place, I

guess.”
Dave sniffled, wiped his nose, and asked, “You got a mother,

Tommy?”
I shook my head.
“Is she dead?”
“I dunno.”
“How come ya don’t know?” asked Joe.
“I never saw her and nobody said she’s dead either.”
“If you never saw her she’s dead,” said Joe with authority.
I responded, “They said my brother was dead but nobody

said that about my mother.”
“She’s prob’ly dead,” said Joe.
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“Yuh, she’s dead,” said Dave. “Like our Mom.”
“Maybe,” I said.
I hated their questions and their comments and wished they

would mind their own business. But the questioning continued
and I didn’t know how to answer the two of them. “Who did ya
stay with?” asked Joe.

“My father and Granny.” The tears came pouring down.
Then Dave’s hand squeezed my shoulder. “It’s okay. Even if

it’s wicked here we can be pals and have fun and stuff.”
Mrs. White’s voice came up the stairwell. “It’s off to sleep

with ye or I’m up to ye with the switch. It’s early to bed and early
to rise.”

“Okay, Mom,” replied Dave.
“Okay, Mom,” said Joe.
I said nothing because I had decided to maintain silence

instead of using her name.
When Joe was asleep on the other side of the double bed,

and Dave was dozing in the middle position near his brother, I
lay wide awake, gazing at the shadows on the sloped ceiling.
There were tears in my eyes as I conjured up grotesque figures
in the shadows. The night was not my favorite time. I had often
cried myself to sleep in East Dedham after hearing my father’s
car drive off, and Granny, who was partially deaf, had seldom
climbed the stairs to comfort me.

I don’t want to be here in this place, I thought as the tears
began to flow down my cheeks. I want to be back on Walnut
Place in East Dedham. I really hate Norwood and I hate this
house. He said The Bureau picked out Mrs. White special. What
do I care about the stupid Bureau? I thought a bureau was a
thing with drawers. But I guess it’s a place where they take kids
from their houses and put ’em in other people’s houses. He was
callin’ them on the phone and Granny and him were talkin’ about
The Bureau and I didn’t even know what they were talkin’ about.
I hate The Bureau for puttin’ me here. I wish I was back at
Granny’s so I could play with my pals. He said Granny wasn’t
feelin’ good and she couldn’t keep up with me so I had to go to
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Mrs. White’s house and he said I’d like it here. But I hate this
stinkin’ place.

I didn’t even talk to him in the car, I recalled as I lay there
crying. I didn’t want to talk to him. I knew he was takin’ me away
and leavin’ me some other place and I knew him and Granny
must have been sick o’ me. Else they would have kept me. I
thought he’d come get me if I cried a lot. But he didn’t come.
Nope. He just left me here and went away and he won’t come
back ’cause he doesn’t even like me anymore.

I began sobbing in a muffled way as I tried to sleep in the
third floor finished room next to the attic in Margaret White’s
house at 42 Mountain Avenue in Norwood. I was in a room I did
not wish to be in, with people I did not want to be with, in a town
I did not want to live in. And in this very busy house I felt
completely alone.
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Mrs. White had ordered Bobby Resker to take us to the end
of Mountain Avenue to “the woods” and act as our guide. He
seemed to be enjoying his role. “That’s Sled Tree. See way up
where the sled is? Some day I’ll double dare you kids to climb
up there. But you gotta have old clothes on. She’ll kill you if you
wreck your good ones. There’s lots of shinnyin’ to do around
here, lots of good trees. When you go up Sled Tree you can see
prackly all over Norwood.”

“This ain’t bad,” said Joe, “havin’ our own woods at the end
of Mountain Avenue.”

“We’ll come down here a lot,” said Dave.
“Yuh,” I said with minimum enthusiasm. I was slower than

the Rothwell brothers in adjusting to my new neighborhood.
“Follow me,” said the fair-haired Bob, who was going into

the fourth grade at the Cornelius M. Callahan School. “I’ll show
you Hangman’s Tree.” He explained how a man had once fixed a
noose around his own neck and leaped from a high branch of the
tree and committed suicide at that very spot.

Then we found a large smooth flat rock and sat cross-legged
on it while Bobby filled us in on life at the White house. “If you
don’t do what she says, you get the switch. That’s a long stick
from a bush in case you’ve never seen one. She makes us get ’em
ourselves, and if they aren’t big enough or long enough she makes
you go out and get the kind that really hurts when you get it
across the legs or on your rear end.”

“Does it hurt awful?” asked Dave.
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“You’ll find out soon enough. Oh yuh, there’s one thing she
does that’s worse than switchin’ if she catches you lyin’ or stealin’
stuff. She hates liars and thieves worse than anything. So she
takes you down cellar by the ear and she shoves your head in
that old toilet down there and she flushes it all around your head
till you promise you’re not gonna lie or steal again.” I could feel
my stomach turning.

“She’s real fussy about things. She hates it if you answer her
back or talk at the table before you’re spoken to, and if she finds
any dirt on your knuckles at supper ’cause you didn’t brush ’em
hard enough with the stiff brush, she has a fit. You better not
mumble when she talks to you either, or squeal on anybody. She
hates squealers.”

“How come she hates so many things?” asked Joe.
“She just does, that’s all.”
“It’s wicked livin’ here,” I said.
“Sometimes it’s wicked,” said Bobby, “and other times it isn’t

so bad. We get to go to the movies and her desserts are really
something and she makes fresh bread on Saturdays. All kinds.
Raisin and bran and white, and sometimes she makes bread
puddin’. That’s everybody’s favorite. And we get to go to Neponset
Valley Farm for ice cream cones sometimes, too. They give big
ones down there. Especially if you know a guy that works there.
Let’s see, what else? Oh yuh, sometimes after she makes cakes
she lets us lick the frostin’ bowl. Uh-oh, I almost forgot. She said
I could take you guys down to Furlong’s for some penny bags.”

“Yum. Let’s go now.” “Yuh, let’s go.” “Yuh.”
Bobby took us along Mountain Avenue to a rocky path that

led to Hill Street next to the railroad tracks. Then we walked by
the place with the exotic smell that came from tanned leather,
and soon we were strolling along Central Street by a tavern that
Bobby described as “The Irish Heaven.” It was a nearly
windowless structure with its front door wide open.

Bobby explained, “The old guys drink whiskey and play cards
in there. Listen to ’em.” Their gruff whiskey-soaked voices were
uttering exaggerations as we carefully edged our way past that



TOM O’CONNELL26

dimly lit saloon where large men’s silhouettes hovered over board
games and they tilted their glasses high.

The next thing we saw up ahead was the Police Station, and
across the street we saw the large red fire trucks at the Fire Station.
Behind the Municipal Building was the compact one-story
building with white bars. “That’s the jail,” Bobby explained. “It’s
always filled up with drunks on Monday mornings.” In those
days public intoxication was a crime.

As we neared our most important destination, Furlong’s candy
and ice cream store, Bobby pointed toward the Norwood Theatre,
another very important location in Norwood. It was the place
where boys let out very loud burps during love scenes and threw
popcorn over the balcony railing onto the innocent people down
below.

Bobby explained that this was the place where we would be
entertained every Saturday afternoon, and sometimes on Sundays.
“They show newsreels called the March of Time, and they’ve got
serials between movies too, like Tarzan.” The serials only lasted
a few minutes, and always ended with a brave hero or heroine
being threatened by a crocodile, a fiendish villain, or a long
drop over a waterfall as high as the Empire State Building, which
in those days was the world’s tallest building. But in the next
episode the brave ones always survived, and went on to conquer.

There was another place to see movies too, Bobby explained.
“It’s the Guild Theater, but it’s crummy. The movies they show
there aren’t so hot, and the projector’s always breakin’ down.”
He pronounced its name as “Guy-elled” and said it was located
further along Washington Street at the end of the shopping area.
“They don’t have a balcony like they do here.”

In the late 1930s, movies added to the sense of community.
Everybody went to see the same films and would discuss them
for days. Also, having the movies run continuously allowed a
viewer to arrive late and pick up the missing opening of the story
later. This behavior led to the expression, “This is where I came
in,” a comment I still use in situations that have no relationship
to movies.
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When we finally reached Furlong’s, which was right next to
the movies, Bobby Resker gave each of us a penny. Then we
went inside this kids’ paradise and stood in the penny bag line.

A minute later, a thin gray-haired man in a green apron leaned
over the counter and gave each of us a waxed-paper envelope
that was overflowing with bits of fudge, broken candies, and
deformed chocolates. “You boys were just in time,” he said with
a grin. “That’s all the penny bags for today.” His comment made
the desirable contents of the elusive penny bags seem all the
more delicious.

Before we returned to Mountain Avenue, Bobby led us down
the street a bit and then pointed toward the Sport Center on Cottage
Street and said, “That’s where people go bowlin’ and play pool
and stuff. When you guys get older maybe you can go there.
They hire pinboys there too, and I know some kids that do that,
but they have to duck when the pins go flyin’ and sometimes the
bowlers start rollin’ the balls before the kids have a chance to
leap up to the special platform where they can be sort of safe.
Next I’m gonna show you guys where we get haircuts.”

Back to Nahatan Street we went, and up a small hill to
Washington Street, where Bobby showed us the barbershop where
we would get haircuts before going to school in September. “Nick’s
pretty good, but sometimes he pulls your hair too much with the
clippers.”

A few doorways past the barber shop we passed a store with
a large amount of empty floor space in it. “That’s the Waiting
Room. Bonica owns it. It’s where the Boston bus stops every half
hour, and people can go in there and wait. They’ve got great
licorice in there too, the red kind and the black. Next week we’ll
prob’ly go to Bonica’s to get the bus to Boston when we go to
Kennedy’s. That’s a big store in the middle of the city where she
gets all our clothes for school.

“On the way to Kennedy’s we get to go up the escalator at
Forest Hills and we ride on the Elevated. It’s like a train, but it’s
way up in the air. We’ll get all kinds of clothes at Kennedy’s.
Knickers for best and for school. Regular shirts, polo shirts,
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jerseys, overalls, knee sox, underwear, pajamas, mackinaws,
mittens. Everything. We get a lot of stuff in there.”

Bobby led us back toward Nahatan Street, and as we left
Washington Street to go toward Mountain Avenue, he said, “Some
people call where we live Cork City. I think Mrs. White lived sort
of near there in Ireland, in a little town named Rathmore. The
other side of Washington Street over there they call Dublin. Those
are Irish names, and I guess almost everybody in Norwood’s Irish.
Mom says there’s only two kinds of people in the world, the ones
who are Irish Catholics and the people who wish they were. I’m
German and Catholic. At White’s everyone’s a Catholic, and almost
everybody’s Irish around here.”

“I think we’re mostly Irish,” said Joe Rothwell.
“Me too,” I said, remembering Granny describing herself as

“Irish born and bred.”
Bobby deftly changed the subject. “That’s Saint Catherine’s

Church where we go.” He pointed to a large Gothic structure
with a sign out front that said, “St. Catherine of Siena.” Then he
seemed to fix his attention on me. “Everybody at our house goes
to Mass there every Sunday.” I didn’t know what Mass was, but
Granny had talked about it often.

Soon we left Nahatan Street and went up Central Street to
Railroad Avenue, where we walked between two low-slung
buildings that made the street seem like a deep canyon. Then
Bobby said, “This is the Winslow Brothers and Smith tannery.
They tan sheepskin in there. We get hunks of it to polish our
shoes. Wait till you see the shine it makes.”

On we went, across the tracks, past the small railroad station,
and up the rocky path that led to Mountain Avenue. As we walked,
Bobby kept telling us the rules of the house. “Boy, is she fussy
about our clothes. She has a fit if we get them dirty or rip ’em.
She says you’re judged by the way you look, and she wants us to
be the neatest kids in Norwood.”

“How come?” asked Joe, kicking a rock with his right shoe
and scuffing it in the process.

“She just does. And you better not wreck your shoes or you’ll
get the switch.”
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“Who cares?” said Joe.
Bobby responded, “You’ll care if she makes you do twice as

much stuff when we clean the house on Saturday morning. She’ll
probably make you get tons of vegetables in the cellar, and run a
million errands. And if you complain about doin’ stuff she’ll give
you ten times as much to do, so if you’re smart you’ll keep your
trap shut.”

“I don’t care,” said Joe with a shrug.
“You’ll care,” said Bobby. “I really hate gettin’ vegetables in

the cellar. It’s dark and spooky down there with cobwebs and
everything. I don’t mind goin’ down there to the bathroom in that
old toilet, but I hate it when I have to go in that room where she
keeps all the piccalilli and carrots and potatoes and stuff.”

“Who’s scared of that?” said Joe. “That cellar’s nothin’. What
I hate is that stupid attic.”

Bobby said, “But we don’t even have to go in the attic very
much, except when she puts us in there for punishment.”

“I hate sleepin’ next to it,” said Joe.
As for me, I hated both the thought of the dark attic and the

dark room off the cellar where I knew I’d be sent to get vegetables
and preserves. I had an intense fear of darkness. It meant
nightmare time.

That evening, after having a supper of frankfurters and beans,
we took our Saturday night bath in shifts. I shared the tub with
Dave Rothwell in water left after Joe and Bobby had taken their
baths. And we had to use stiff brushes to get any trace of dirt out
of the little creases on our knees, elbows and knuckles.

Upstairs, in the third floor finished room, as we were putting
on our pajamas, I shook myself out of my silence and asked Joe,
“What’s Depression?”

“Our Dad always talks about jobs when he says Depression.
I think it’s when lots of people ain’t got work.”

“Oh,” I said, “I was just wonderin’. And I was wonderin’ about
somethin’ else Mrs. White said too. What’s a lukewarm Catholic?”

Joe replied, “I think she means people that don’t go to Church
every Sunday. She’s from Ireland and she thinks Church is swell
and hates people that don’t go all the time.”
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“Where’s Ireland?” asked Dave. “Near Canada?”
“Naw,” said Joe. “It’s far off and all the people that come

from there talk sort of funny like Mom White and those people
across the street near . . .”

Her voice came booming up the stairwell, “It’s off to sleep up
there, or I’ll be up with the switch to the lot of ye.”

The talking ceased, and I was alone with my thoughts of the
differences between this new place and the familiar old house on
Walnut Place. The dull black iron Magee stove at Granny
O’Connell’s. The shiny white Glenwood at Mrs. White’s. Granny’s
old ice box. And “The Frigidaire” at Mrs. White’s.

Everything’s different here, I thought as I lay looking at the
shadows on the sloped ceiling above the double bed where the
three of us slept. My mind swirled with thoughts of Sled Tree and
Hangman’s Tree and penny bags and having to go to Mass at St.
Catherine’s Church the next day, and I trembled as I considered
how I might get switched or have my head shoved down the toilet
if I messed up my good clothes. Then, as I had been taught to do
by Granny, I made the Sign of the Cross and whispered sleepily
to myself, “Angel of God, my guardian dear, to whom his love
commits me here, ever this day be at my side . . . ever this day . . .
ever this . . .”
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Time passed slowly for me during that first year at Mrs. White’s
house because I was always in a state of tension. Fear was the
underlying emotion for me in that home, no matter how good
things were at times. How can I explain my feelings? How does
an innocent prisoner with an indefinite sentence feel? How can I
explain feeling like a lone wolf even though I was surrounded by
people? But it was my reality.

Except in flights of fancy, I couldn’t hope for a future with
Granny O’Connell and my father at 22 Walnut Place in Dedham.
I was definitely stuck at Mrs. White’s in Norwood, where I didn’t
want to be. So, in a very determined way, I resisted any internal
resignation to life under her control. Yet I outwardly conformed
to her wishes to avoid being the victim of her terrifying
punishments.

As for the lives we had lived before arriving at Mrs. White’s,
we boys spent very little time talking about that. And we avoided
complaining publicly. In those days if you complained about
anything at all you were called a “crybaby,” so we learned to
keep our most painful frustrations to ourselves. But in an unspoken
way, we certainly shared a common bond of horrendous inner
pain which brought us very close to each other.

On another level, when we were with each other away from
the house we were very open in private discussions of current
events in the household. Out of earshot of Mrs. White we could
talk about our guardian fearlessly because we had a “no
squealing” code of honor. Looking back, I realize that the other
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boys, especially Dave and Joe Rothwell, provided a mutual
support group for me that helped ease the pain of my life as an
exile.

With time, we shared group memories that gave us an endless
supply of stories to recall. One such memory was the ferocious
hurricane of ’38, which caught us by surprise during our playtime
in “the woods” at the end of the street. By the time we got back to
the house we were crawling on all fours, and holding onto small
bushes and trees to keep from getting blown away. But we all
made it back safely.

That legendary storm removed large numbers of ancient trees
and changed the face of our woods. For years to come we would
be clambering over toppled trees and using them for games of all
kinds. And the huge tree stumps eventually became giant anthills.

“Ye can go down the woods now, but be back in time for
supper,” was one of Mrs. White’s standard lines. “The woods” at
the end of Mountain Avenue ran along the length of Roosevelt
Avenue toward the Callahan School. Those woods were a kids’
domain and we engaged in some tribal rituals there that are better
left undescribed here. And when I think back on it, I am amazed
at how primitive we could get when we were away from Mountain
Avenue and operating in our own little wilderness where the rules
of civilization were suspended.

Being out in the elements was part of our daily adventure,
during which we shared rituals designed to test each other’s
courage, like shooting uncooked peas at each other with our
peashooters, and later aiming BB guns at each other’s rear ends.
We had a life of youthful adventures together as we chased each
other and raced with strapped-on roller skates, or skated on thin
ice, or rode too fast down steep hills on our tricycles, and later on
bicycles. Most of all, we had each other during the howling winds,
hailstones, snow, pelting rain, or scorching sun. It’s no
exaggeration to say we were together through thick and thin. For
brief periods of time, in our own little world of close friendships,
we could distract ourselves from the reality of our severed
connections with home and family.
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However, regardless of distractions, I was always haunted by
my father’s unpredictable behavior. On the one hand I longed for
his visits, and on the other his long absences kept me in frustrating
suspense. His infrequent visits flung me into a frustrating cycle
of hope and deep disappointment, so at the end of each visit I
felt wrung out emotionally. When he would say, “See you soon,”
I knew I might not see him again for months. And I was never
able to adjust myself to his unpredictability.

Deep down, I’m sure I wanted my father to find a way to
make up for my mother’s loss. But he had his life to live, and he
arranged to keep me from getting in his way. Maintaining his
remoteness, he kept me on the outer fringes of his life, and the
slim connection between us was very fragile. Never knowing where
I stood with him, the very thought of him left me confused.
Paradoxically, that confusion triggered a curiously strong
emotional attachment to this mostly missing parent who was my
only link to my family of origin and my life at Granny’s place.

On reflection, there’s a good chance that my habit of silence
in my father’s presence contributed to his long absences. But my
gut reactions had a powerful life of their own. My inner fury about
what he had done to me remained constant, and knowing that
my fits of rage upon my arrival at Mrs. White’s hadn’t worked, I
saw no other way to respond to him than through silence.

When we were together I was the exact opposite of an
enthusiastic companion. Then, to make matters worse, when he
picked me up in the shiny 1937 Plymouth I would usually get
carsick. This was partly from the cigars he smoked and partly
from the murky feelings his presence would stir up in me. Even
when I was not carsick, when I was with him I would shrink
deeply within myself, hiding in some sacred sanctuary way down
inside, retreating to a silent place where I was safe from outside
harm.

Shyness in the presence of adults was one of my most
outstanding character traits in those days. In any group of people
I was painfully self-conscious. I didn’t want people’s eyes aimed
at me. But in school, even though it made me very anxious, I
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would raise my hand when I had the right answer. I was proud
of being known as the smartest boy. And perhaps that
achievement helped offset the deeper sense of alienation that I
carried with me.

Alienation? Well, I certainly developed the mindscape of an
exile at 42 Mountain Avenue, and my father’s random visits served
only to expand the defenses I erected to protect my overly sensitive
psyche from destruction by terrifying outside forces. His visits
were the only ones I recall receiving from any of the O’Connell
relatives during my years at Mrs. White’s. And no words are
sufficient to describe the gnawing sense of loneliness and rejection
I felt there.

Although it was a busy household where good times
happened, there was nothing on the face of the earth during
those years that could convince me to be happy for more than a
few minutes. Actually, I distrusted the word “happy” and omitted
it from my vocabulary. Nor was it a part of my inner reality during
my time at Mrs. White’s. Instead, my usual state was one of
underlying apprehension and anxiety.

When Christmas eve of 1938 arrived, it was my second one
at 42 Mountain Avenue, and I wondered if my father would come.
I was in the big old bed with Dave Rothwell, in the third floor
bedroom next to the attic. His older brother Joe had graduated to
a private cot across the room. And it felt good not to have three of us
sprawled all over each other, often farting in each other’s faces and
not admitting it, and sometimes one of us pissing the bed and in
the process wetting the others, also without ever admitting it.

When you wet the bed at Mrs. White’s you were publicly
humiliated. “Shame on you!” That loud, clear voice came at you
like a Celtic heroine’s spear as she responded to the unacceptable
behavior, and she knew exactly how to trigger shame in us. We
had to take the sheets and underwear with the large yellow stains
and hang them on the clothesline to air out before they were
laundered, and this sent a visual message to all of our neighbors.
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But on this Christmas Eve our bed was dry, and we were
having a talk session when we heard Mom White’s voice rush up
the stairwell at us. “To sleep with the lot of ye now,” she
commanded.

“Okay,” Joe shouted out. Dave said “Okay” too. And in my
own private act of rebellion I said nothing.

Dave whispered to me, “Do you believe that stuff about gettin’
the coal in your Christmas stockin’ if we weren’t good this year?”

“I dunno. But I know if we don’t keep quiet we’re gonna get it.”
“Yuh, we better go to sleep. Merry Christmas, Tommy.”
“Merry Christmas, Dave.”
From across the room, in his cot under the dormer window,

Joe said, “Merry Christmas, you guys.” We returned his greetings.
Dave turned on his left side with his back facing me, and I

turned on my right side. Then we crossed ourselves and silently
said our evening prayers.

When the Rothwell brothers had drifted off to sleep, I stayed
awake. I was usually the last to fall asleep because my mind was
always racing, doing a review of the past, present, and future.

As I examined the shadows cast on the sloped ceiling by the
street light outside, I thought, Maybe my father won’t even come
this Christmas. He hardly ever comes see me anymore. I wonder
if he’s gonna bring the Flexible Flyer sled I asked for. I hope so.

Christmas isn’t too bad here. The tree touches the dining
room ceilin’ and we get some pretty good presents. She’s wicked
strict, but at least holidays are okay. I’m sort of getting a little
used to it here now.

I wonder if Jimmy Dervan’s gonna come over tomorrow. It’s
funny how he lives on the next street and always comes over
here to talk to Mom White. I guess she tells him what to do when
he gets mixed up. She’s pretty good at tellin’ people what to do.
Jimmy’s so tall. I wonder if I’ll ever be as tall as him. My head’s
only up to his belt now.

I’m sort of glad Tom White’s living back here now. I like him.
He’s very kind. I wonder why he didn’t become a pilot like
everyone thought he was gonna. It’s funny with John Desmond
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gone. But he’s lucky. At least he’s livin’ with his own uncle now.
Some day I’ll go back and live with Granny and my father. Then
I won’t get switched anymore. God, do I hate gettin’ switched.

Brother, she gives ya the switch for everything, like when I
ripped my overalls shinnyin’ up Sled Tree, and when I whispered
she was a pain in the behind for telling us off so much. Boy, she
hated it when she was lickin’ Joe that time and I said, “You don’t
have to hit him so hard.” She gave it to me twice as hard as she
gave it to him. I can still hear her yellin’, “That’ll learn ye to
mind your own beeswax!”

When I mumbled at her under my breath while I was combin’
the fringe on the parlor rug, that day I got it real good. If there’s
one thing I hate it’s gettin’ switched. Brother, she knows how to
punish kids. She makes us go in and out and close the door
quiet twenty times if she catches us slammin’ it, and we have to
stand in the corner for hours if we don’t do somethin’ right away.

But at least I have some fun with the Rothwells when we’re
outside. Like all the things we did last summer. Makin’ tarpaper
huts in the woods. Takin’ ice chunks off the back of the ice truck.
Buyin’ all day suckers at Bonica’s. Swimmin’ over at Ballicky
Pond. Pickin’ blueberries. Sellin’ them to Gertrude’s Pastry
Shoppe. Yuh, we had some good fun last summer. But I didn’t
mind goin’ back to school. I guess that’s ’cause I sort of like
school and I like bein’ the smartest kid in my class.

I hate these teeth though, I thought as I placed the fingers of
my right hand against my two front teeth and pushed hard. Why’d
I have to get these big teeth and all the freckles? I really wish
there was no such thing. I wonder if he’ll come tonight. He doesn’t
come see me much anymore. Ah, if he doesn’t come, who cares?
I’ll have a good Christmas anyways. But I hope he comes.

Hearing a noise from below that sounded like a car, I slipped
from my bed and peered out the window under the eaves. My
heart raced when I saw my father walking toward the front door with
a long package. It must be the sled, I thought. Yuh, that’s what it is.
Now I won’t have to use cardboards to slide down Cemetery Hill
and I won’t have to beg for other kids’ sleds anymore.
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In a moment I heard voices down below as my father and
Mom White began talking. I wondered what they were saying,
and I decided to go down near the bathroom on the second floor
to eavesdrop. I slipped out of my bed and quietly descended the
flights of winding stairs, tiptoed along the second floor hallway,
and stopped at the head of the stairs leading to the first level.
Then I heard my father’s voice clearly. “. . . and he was just a
baby then.”

“It was too bad.” Mom White was talking. “That boy could
have used a mother. There’s a lot going on in that curly head but
he keeps it mostly to himself.”

“He doesn’t have much to say anymore when I take him for
rides.”

“Sure an’ he keeps it all inside him. How’s his mother doin’
now?”

“Not well. She’s still at the insane asylum. I’m afraid she’s
there for good.”

Insane asylum? I wonder what kind of place that is. It doesn’t
sound nice.

“There’s no hope?” asked Mom White.
“None at all,” replied my father. “They tried everything, but

nothing could bring her back. It was hopeless.”
Hopeless, I thought. That’s what Mom White says when we

slam doors. I guess it’s like givin’ up.
My train of thought was interrupted by Tom White’s voice.

“Why, hello, Tommy, what are you doing up?”
Big Tom, as he was called, had surprised me. “I was . . .

uh . . . just gonna go to the bathroom.”
“I see.” He nodded and headed downstairs.
When I had finished doing nothing in the bathroom I stepped

out to the hallway and almost walked into Mom White. I was
startled by her unexpected presence. “I . . . uh . . .”

“Tommy, sure I didn’t know ye were still awake. Your
father’s down in the parlor. Why don’t ye run down and say
hello to him.”

“Okay.”
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I went downstairs, shook hands with my father, and sat with
him for a while as he talked about the winter weather and what
was going on with Granny. Then he told me that in the morning I
would find gifts from the O’Connells under the tree, but as he
talked I was not listening closely. Instead, I was wondering about
my absent mother. Insane asylum? Hopeless? I’ll have to look
up those words.

After a while, my father said “Merry Christmas” and goodbye.
And I was left with the desolate, empty feeling that always
accompanied a visit from him.

The next day, after all the presents had been opened, and I
had examined my new Flexible Flyer sled, thumbed through my
new books, sampled the jar of candy from Granny, and opened
gifts from people in the White household, I asked Big Tom if I
could use his large dictionary.

My request was granted, and as I entered his room his framed
Boston College diploma caught my eye. There was something
special to me about the drawing of the eagle on that parchment
document.

Opening the gigantic old Webster’s International Dictionary,
I leafed through pages while sounding the word “insane.” Indigo.
Intern. Oops. Too far. Inroad. Here it is. I-n-s-a-n-e. I don’t know
these words. Unsound. Not sane. Mad. Then my eyes took in
these words: “Syn. Insane, mad, crazy.”

I reflected on the word “crazy.” I know what that is. Us kids
say it to each other all the time. I guess my mother’s really crazy.

Looking for the word “asylum,” I started with the E’s. No, it’s
not E-S. Maybe it’s A. Here’s “aside.” What else sounds like an
I? Y does. Astro. Asur. A-S-Y-L-U-M. Inviolable sanctuary. Place
of retreat. Institution for the insane. Brother, I’ll be here all day
lookin’ up words. This is really somethin’, tryin’ to find out where
she is.

I looked up “institution” and found that it could be a
“building,” and I looked up “hopeless” and found some words
like “despairing” and “desperate.” I could not obtain a clear
idea in my seven-year-old mind of the exact meaning of
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“hopeless” but I believed it was when a person could not wish
for something or ever expect it.

As I left the dictionary, I was horrified by my mother’s
condition. I did not want to think of my mother as a crazy person,
in a building with other crazy people, in a hopeless condition.
And I certainly didn’t want to discuss it. So I never told anybody
I had overheard the conversation, and I tried not to think about
my mother’s condition.

However, reminders of her insane status were frequent.
“Crazy” was a common word in the vocabulary of boys and girls
and adults. So the word “crazy,” and the other words I had looked
up in the dictionary, always reminded me of the hopelessly insane
woman that was my mother. The missing mother that had been
torn away from me. The missing mother my soul yearned to
connect with. The missing mother I couldn’t quite picture
anymore.

But life in the White household was a busy life with school to
attend, projects around the house to work on, games to play, and
books to read. And I tried not to think about my mother.
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Life at Mrs. White’s house was a very structured life. She was
obsessed with the idea of running a perfect household, and usually
achieved her goal. She had a day for everything she did. Wash
day. Ironing day. Baking day. Cleaning day.

We all had tasks to perform, based on our age, and if those
tasks were not completed there would be a relevant consequence.
In addition to fierce physical punishment, we could lose privileges
such as our trips to “the woods” or to the movies.

In the militaristic environment that Mrs. White created, dust
was a bitter enemy. Under her direction we attacked it on
Saturdays with varying degrees of energy, using feather dusters
and lint-free scraps of old bed sheets. We would also apply a
mysterious substance known as “elbow grease” to her silverware,
kept in a special velvet-lined case in the dining room cupboard,
where it was not allowed to tarnish.

It’s important to note that our guardian did not just give orders
and then sit around twiddling her thumbs. She worked extremely
hard herself, without any rest that anyone could observe. “We’ll
get our reward in heaven,” she would say, and she expected her
example to rub off on us. But I was never a high physical energy
type. Except for using my mind with ease and facility, I was the
slow one. I had two physical speeds: slow and stop.

Her standard of perfection was evident in every room. The
furniture in the parlor and the dining room was mahogany. The
rugs were oriental. And the curtains were made of lace that you
could see through from indoors, but not vice-versa. Those two
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rooms were off-limits for us except on Sundays. And even then
we had to sit on the rug, not on the sofa or chairs. Only on special
occasions were we allowed to play Monopoly at the dining room
table. Otherwise, our board games were played at the kitchen table.

On a typical Saturday all the boys would line up, go down on
our knees, and work on the fringes of the two oriental rugs with
large combs, eliminating all snarls and making sure that each
strand ran parallel to the next one. Perfection was the rule, not
the exception.

Another team effort was hanging the old wooden storm
windows in the winter time. I remember those heavy windows
with their thick layers of paint, and how we polished each large
pane before installing them, rubbing them with ammonia and
pieces of old bed sheets until they were spotless. Mrs. White
used to call our labor “elbow grease,” and no matter how often
she used those words the expression mystified me because I knew
of no grease supply in my elbows. It made no more sense to me
than “This stew will stick to your ribs.”

Another one of Mrs. White’s pet slogans was, “A place for
everything, and everything in its place.” There was no such thing
in that house as flinging clothes around and expecting someone
else to pick them up. Regardless of your age, you organized them
neatly in your bureau, or deposited them in the appropriate
hamper . . . or else you were punished.

The only time we achieved some relief from the rigid structure
of life at Mrs. White’s was when we were sent outside, either to
run errands or to play. And it was while doing errands that I
became more familiar with the names of the streets on Presidential
Hill, which was our neighborhood.

It was obvious who the town planners had in mind when they
named Garfield Avenue, Monroe Street, and Cleveland Street.
But I never figured out whether Adams Street, the next street
over from Mountain Avenue, was named after John or John
Quincy. Yet I am pretty sure Roosevelt Avenue was named after
Teddy, not Franklin. And Grant Avenue was definitely named
after Ulysses.
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Railroad Avenue set a boundary for the hill, and so did Hill
Street, near the railroad tracks. There was no President named
Hill, so the name probably indicated topography. Also, I think
they named the street I lived on Mountain Avenue because there
was a huge rock formation at the end of the street near Railroad
Avenue, and our neighborhood was also the high point of the
area between the nearby railroad tracks and Route One, which
ran from Fort Kent, Maine, all the way to Florida.

President George Washington wasn’t honored on Presidential
Hill, but a walk along Railroad Avenue over the tracks and up to
the center of town led to Washington Street, Norwood’s main street,
which was named after “the father of our country.” It ran not only
through our town but out toward Walpole, and all the way back
into the heart of Boston.

The only institutional building in our area was on Garfield
Avenue near Pleasant Street. The Cornelius M. Callahan School
was where I spent the first six grades in a learning atmosphere
that was precious and intimate because of a team of nurturing
teachers including Miss McManus, Miss McIntyre, and Miss
Grant. Why did the “Miss” come before their names? Marriage
was not allowed for women teachers then. Female teachers were
educated in “normal” schools, and it was “Miss” or no job.

At the Callahan School we marched our way to assemblies in
single file while martial music played on an old hand-cranked
Victrola, to the sound of a piece of classical music to which we
children silently added these words: “The monkey wrapped his
tail around the flagpole . . . around the flagpole . . .”

Also, while I was at the Callahan School we had many spelling
bees which I inevitably won, despite my high level of performance
anxiety. I had a competitive spirit when it came to achievements
of the mind, and that helped me to risk the pains of self-
consciousness.

During holiday seasons we did skits, with each child
memorizing a line or two. When I was on stage dressed as a
mouse nibbling the Christmas stocking, the costume helped me
to be much less shy. On the other hand, in class recitations with
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no mask my heart would pound very hard. Instead of being a
born extrovert, I was the other extreme. An introvert from the
core. Yet I would still accomplish things that brought me attention.

At any rate, life at Mrs. White’s was a busy life, with school
and play and work around the house. And when we got back
there to number 42 after a foray into the outside world, the
structured lifestyle there was always immediately apparent.

Inside the back door, which was the one we had to use, there
was a little entryway where we hung our coats, lined up our
rubbers and overshoes in their assigned places, and hung up
our mittens if it was during the winter.

Even in the good weather we still had to get every last speck
of dirt off the soles of our shoes or sneakers by kicking them
back and forth on the special bristly rug she put before the
entrance to the kitchen. If you ever looked straight down at the
kitchen linoleum you could just about see your face in it, and
she was determined to keep it that way.

She was fussy about her appliances too, and very conscious
of brand names. Any name other than the ones she used herself
was considered to be inferior. Her Electrolux was the best vacuum
cleaner. The Glenwood was the only gas range one should own.
And we didn’t call the refrigerator by its generic name, nor was it
called a “fridge.” It was simply the Frigidaire. When it came to
canned goods, there was only one acceptable brand too, and it
was Monarch.

Even the dishes we used were part of her perfect household.
They were color coded. We each had a set of dishes, including
our own private egg cup for hard boiled eggs. The reason for our
own special color was that we were expected to take care of those
dishes, and put them neatly into the pantry sink for washing
after each meal.

Perfectionism was the prescribed way of life at 42 Mountain
Avenue in the reign of Margaret Monahan White. There was no
questioning it, just as there was no questioning the accuracy of
the U.S. Constitution or the Bill of Rights, and her way of life
pertained not only to the outer self but to the inner self as well.
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I was fidgety as I sat in St. Catherine’s dressed in white, waiting
to receive my First Holy Communion on a very sunny Sunday
during May 1939. I was seven years old, and had arrived at what
they described in that era as “the age of reason.” So I was finally
in the proper state of mind to receive the Sacrament of Holy
Eucharist.

I tapped my fingers on my knees as I waited for the Bishop to
ask the question Sister Teresa had rehearsed with me. I hoped I
had memorized it well enough to recite it before the entire
congregation.

“Now that we have thoughtfully discussed what Holy
Eucharist is,” said the short, pudgy, florid-faced Bishop, “I would
like to see if perhaps one of you children can answer my first
question. When did Christ institute the Holy Eucharist?”

My heart pounded rapidly and my face reddened as I quickly
raised my hand. I had been told to do this by the Sister, and the
other children had been warned not to raise theirs.

“What is your name, young man?” the Bishop asked. “Thomas
O’Connell.” “Thomas, can you tell us when Christ instituted the
Holy Eucharist?” I paused for a moment to catch my breath.
“Christ instituted the Holy Eucharist at the Last Supper . . . .”

The reality of the situation suddenly struck me as I stood
there with the eyes of the whole congregation on me. I faltered
and my face got red. “. . . on the night before he died.” “Thank
you, Thomas. Your answer was fine.” The Bishop waved his hands,
indicating that I could be seated. Brother, I thought as I took my
seat, I’m glad that’s over with. I almost forgot the answer and I
thought I had it memorized perfect.

“Children in Christ,” said the Bishop, “you have learned
that Christ gave his priests the power to change bread and wine
into his precious Body and Blood. As Thomas has told us, this
was done at the Last Supper on the night before Jesus died.
Then, my children in Christ, he said to his apostles, ‘Do this in
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remembrance of me.’ Never forget that, children. When you
approach the altar, remember those words of Christ.”

All the people assembled there in St. Catherine’s nodded
their heads in reverence at the mention of Christ’s name. “The
Holy Eucharist is a form of giving thanks,” the Bishop continued.
“It is an offering in which we all join together to give thanks to
the Lord Our God. The Sacred Host looks and tastes like bread,
my children, but in the Sacred Host you are partaking of the
Body and Blood of Our Holy Savior, Jesus Christ.”

I nodded my head in reverence along with the rest of the
parishioners, although I couldn’t imagine how bread and wine
could be somebody’s body and blood. “Now we will have our
next question,” said the Bishop. “What is necessary to receive
Holy Communion worthily?”

A girl said, “To receive Holy Communion worthily it is necessary
to be free from mortal sin, to have a right intention, and to obey the
Church’s laws on fasting before Holy Communion.”

Her answer to the question reminded me that my stomach
was empty and growling after fasting from midnight, which was
the requirement.

When the Bishop’s questions had been answered, the
congregation went back to the Mass. Then came the long
procession of white-clad boys and girls. Boys were segregated on
the left side of the church, girls on the right. Day students at St.
Catherine’s school up front. Sunday School students toward the
rear.

I went to the altar rail, bowed my head in prayer, and awaited
my turn. The Bishop reached me, made a Sign of the Cross,
muttered in Latin, and lifted the unleavened bread wafer toward
my open mouth. I saw my distorted reflection in the gold chalice
while taking the round wafer on my tongue, which was now dry
and felt swollen. When I tried to swallow it, it stuck to the roof of
my mouth.

Shuffling down the aisle on my way back to my seat I raised
my eyes and scanned the crowd to look for my father. But in the
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large throng gathered in St. Catherine’s I saw neither my father
nor Mrs. White. So I continued to follow the line of communicants
back to my assigned seat, and solemnly bowed my head in prayer.

Once again I tried to swallow the stuck wafer, but it again
refused to be dislodged from the roof of my mouth. Then my
hand moved involuntarily toward my mouth, but I remembered
the sister’s warning that we shouldn’t touch the wafer with our
fingers. So I returned my hand to its resting place on the back of
the pew in front of me because, for a brief moment, I had visualized
a bolt of lightning from Heaven entering the church and striking
me dead on the spot.

Soon the wafer began to dissolve slowly in my mouth as I
wiggled my tongue against it. Finally, when it partially curled
under my tongue, I pushed it toward the rear of my throat, gulped,
and swallowed. A sigh of relief followed when I realized I had
made my First Communion.

As the sacrifice of the Mass proceeded, I followed along in
my new white St. Joseph’s Children’s Missal, a First Communion
gift from Mrs. White. I knew that now I was even more of a Catholic
than before, having received three Sacraments: Baptism, Holy
Eucharist, and Penance.

The day before, in the dark chapel to the rear of St.
Catherine’s, I had pushed aside a heavy maroon curtain, entered
a pitch black confessional booth, and after the slide had been
drawn back by the priest inside, there had been nothing between
us but a black screen, and I had whispered “Bless me, Father,
for I have sinned.”

I had confessed to the priest that I had been “disobedient”
and “angry.” And he had absolved me of my sins and told me to
say three Our Fathers and three Hail Mary’s for my penance.
Then I was ready for my First Communion.

After the First Communion service was over, we white-suited
boys rose and made a procession which brought us to the crowded
vestibule at the rear of the church where proud parents awaited
their freshly blessed children.
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Soon I saw Dave Rothwell coming toward me. He had received
his own First Communion with the parochial school boys who
were seated preferentially in the front rows of the church.

Special preference was part of the way of life at St. Catherine’s
Parish. For example, it was obvious that members of Dr. O’Toole’s
family had a mystical aura around them. Their impressive brick
home, which included his offices, was opposite the Guild Theater,
and this respected physician was known as the largest contributor
to the famous Annual Collection at St. Catherine’s.

The results of that collection were publicized in a printed list of
all contributors that served as both a motivational device and a sign
of appreciation. The whole town knew who gave the most and who
gave the least, and who wasn’t even listed. It was one of the most
treasured annual publications ever printed in the town of Norwood.

St. Catherine’s was not bashful when it came to raising funds.
It was an active parish where enthusiastic parishioners helped
organize a virtually endless succession of fund-raising activities.
One special event was the annual carnival, which was held in a
large schoolyard behind the Parochial School, near the convent
where teaching nuns, the Sisters of St. Joseph, resided.

The carnival attracted many volunteers and took in much
money, not just from people attending but from the sales of books
of “chances” that were good for prizes of 50 gallons of heating oil
and other lures. To help with that effort, Mrs. White had us boys
canvassing the town, street by street, selling chances. The whole
parish seemed to be involved in that carnival and other functions,
which brought a real sense of community to the parishioners.

For reasons never explained to me, the Rothwell brothers
had been sent to St. Catherine’s Parochial School and I had gone
to the public. I wished they had come to the public with me. But
I definitely had no wish to accompany them to St. Catherine’s
where nuns inflicted torturous memorizing on the students, as
well as cruel physical punishment.

When Dave and I got together after the service, he took my
arm and pointed. “Mom’s over there.” “Yuh, I see her.” As we
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moved through the crowd toward where she stood, I scanned the
faces to see if my father might be among them. Not seeing him, I
wondered if he might be outside because it was too crowded for
him in the church.

Mom White’s bluish-white hair stood out in the crowd, and
so did her flower-covered hat. Her round ruddy face beamed as
she laid one heavy hand on my shoulder and the other on Dave’s.

“I was proud of ye today. Thomas, you answered the Bishop’s
question very good. David, your father’s near the door on the
rectory side of the church.” As Dave left, she said, “Thomas,
your father couldn’t come, but he sent ye this silver dollar.”

“Oh.” I took the new silver dollar and held it in the palm of
my hand, and as I examined it I was impressed by it, but a mist
came over my eyes and a sinking feeling settled into my lower
body. I was deeply disappointed that my father hadn’t come.

“I’m takin’ ye down to Furlong’s for a banana split,” said
Mom White. “Sure, ye make your First Communion only once.
Ye might as well celebrate.”

As she led me out of the church and through the crowd on
the wide granite steps where children stood with their parents
and families, I was thinking about how my father didn’t show up.
Then, as we walked across Washington Street toward Furlong’s to
get the banana split, I said to myself, Who cares anyhow? Not
me. And if he doesn’t care about me, then I’m not gonna care
about him either. Why should I care about him? I wonder why I
even think about him. He hardly ever does what he says he’ll do,
so I never can tell when I’ll see him next. I don’t even know why
I want to see him. I’m really sick of thinkin’ about him. Why
bother?
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The summer of ’41 was drawing to a close and I was not
disappointed that it would soon be time to start the fifth grade.
There had been fun, but I had done enough blueberry picking,
building huts, and playing games.

Also, there had been many errands to run. At Mrs. White’s
the number of errands seemed to reach infinity, and we were
expected to carry them out with no mistakes. Aborted or poorly
handled errands led to great embarrassment. Like the mishap I
had on a hardware store errand.

There was a certain amount of confusion that went with the
name “hardware.” Which one was it? The Town Square Hardware
or Norwood Hardware? They were both on Washington Street.
And one day it was my solitary duty to fetch a quart of white
paint to renew the luster of the kitchen chairs and table.

I went to the right store, but as I stepped off a curb to cross
Railroad Avenue, the bag broke, the can fell to the pavement
and got dented, and it began leaking one small drop at a time. It
leaked for about half a mile, along Railroad Avenue, up Hill
Street, and along Mountain Avenue right up to the house which
I entered with tears of apprehension in my eyes. I was amazed
that Mrs. White didn’t punish me, and simply called it an
accident. However, the need for perfection was so deeply
ingrained in me that for many months I felt shame each time I
saw those droplets of dried white paint that marked my clumsy
path. Finally, to my great relief, the telltale trail was covered
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when the road received a new layer of gravel and tar. My karma
was cleansed.

That summer we did our share of playing sandlot baseball
games in the field next to the Callahan School. These unofficial
games were played with school pals and other boys from Mrs.
White’s. And there was no adult supervision. The adults had
their own lives to live, Little League didn’t exist, and we had no
uniforms. Who needed them? Even if there had been a Little
League I doubt if we’d have joined it. We enjoyed doing our own
thing, with no adults involved.

Also, we spent considerable time in “the woods” that served
as a kids’ domain because nobody seemed to know who might
own that undeveloped area. For us it was a place to return to
nature and engage in tribal rituals of our own making. That was
where we had tree climbing contests and constructed bows and
arrows that we used to shoot at each other from a distance. Also,
we had very dangerous rock fights. When we went out beyond
the end of Mountain Avenue and were no longer in Mrs. White’s
line of vision we were “beyond the pale” and her rules no longer
held sway.

In Mrs. White’s domain at 42 Mountain Avenue, however,
one of the civilized rituals that prevailed each summer was when
we boys went out picking blueberries, which we would sell to
eager customers, after setting aside a supply for her own baking.
We had to turn in the money.

In search of the best blueberries, we would plan special
expeditions all the way to the sandpits on the other side of Route
One near the Islington section of neighboring Westwood, which
was quite a trek. But the large size of the low bush berries on
those hills was worth the effort, and sliding down the sandy slopes
owned by the sand and gravel company was exciting. We never
gave a thought to the possibility of getting buried in one of the
sand slides we created.

Before calling it a day for picking blueberries, we would go
behind the old “pumping station” to the fairly stagnant small
pond we called Ballicky Pond. We swam naked there, leaping
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from a concrete wall into that place of dark water and snapping
turtles, and as we jumped we cupped our hands over our genitals
to protect them. But although our genitals remained intact, we
often emerged with the shape of a turtle’s mouth on an arm or leg.

It wasn’t hard to sell our berries to Gertrude’s Pastry Shoppe
or Lewis’ restaurant, which welcomed our fresh-from-the-woods
offerings. But by the time we got to our customers, the berries
had settled in the quart milk bottles. And we had to shake them
to make the level rise to the top again. I wondered if this was
cheating. But I didn’t wonder about it much.

Gertrude’s was our consistent blueberry customer, and that
was where Mrs. White bought pastry when she didn’t make the
delicacies herself. Most of the time she made her own luscious
pies and cakes that nobody in the world could match. But she
didn’t do the fine pastries, nor the jelly doughnuts that would
call out to you in your daydreams.

When the early “supermarkets” began to sell mushy squeezy
white bread, Mrs. White condescendingly described those loaves
as “store bread.” Gertrude’s bread, in a pinch, was considered
acceptable, but supermarket bread was unacceptable. She must
have been ahead of her time with her awareness that there were
unhealthy additives in that mushy bread.

Mrs. White’s own bread, which she made every Saturday
afternoon, had real substance to it and her white bread, wheat
bread, and raisin bread were beyond criticism. What a treat it
was to butter that bread with its tantalizing aroma while it was
still warm from the oven, and sprinkle sugar on it.

Periodically, she provided a special delicacy known as “bread
pudding.” This was my favorite dessert, especially when it was
the white bread pudding with the plump raisins. Not that I didn’t
like the chocolate bread pudding, but to me the vanilla with the
raisins was the ultimate.

Obviously, all was not misery at Mrs. White’s house. For
example, the food from the C&W Food Mart was delicious and
healthy. Some of her relatives owned Curran & Wall’s, and although
their building was very unpretentious they operated a quality



TOM O’CONNELL52

business, with their prime cuts of meat, the special Monarch
brand of canned goods, and fresh produce that came straight
from Boston. They also took the weekly order by phone and
delivered it to the house. Mrs. White was one of their largest
customers, and one of their fussiest. Often she would call them
about a cut of meat that wasn’t just so, or complain about produce
that didn’t meet her standards.

Not only were the food staples good, her cooking and baking
were superb. And we were clothed better than most boys in town.
Our basic hygiene was excellent, and the house at 42 Mountain
Avenue was comfortable. So in many ways we were not deprived
children. It was more of a “lace curtain Irish” environment.

But her ferocious reign of terror always had us on edge, and
no matter how comfortable it was or how many good things
happened, I was constantly preoccupied with fantasies of leaving
Mrs. White’s perfect place at 42 Mountain Avenue in Norwood
and rejoining my own family at 22 Walnut Place, an unfashionable
address in Dedham, stigmatized by its location next to the railroad
station “on the other side of the tracks.” My inner mindscape
was that of an exile, and a long list of benefits available at Mrs.
White’s could not cancel that out. I was living as an exile, with
other exiles, and felt like a prisoner with an indefinite sentence.
That was the way it was.

It was warm that Friday afternoon, and Joe Rothwell and I
had just completed an errand for Mom White. We were lingering
in Norwood Center in spite of her warning that we were not to
hang around the Square, and we were feeling the intensity of the
sweltering summer heat.

“Let’s grab a cold drink o’ water at the Greasy Spoon,” said
Joe. I replied, “You said it,” and soon we were in the luncheonette
next to Gertrude’s Pastry Shoppe. The townspeople had caustically
labeled it “The Greasy Spoon,” and if it had another name,
nobody knew it. I think the only edible food product they sold
was Jello.
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The main appeal the place had for us was its water dispenser
that you pressed an empty glass against, and out came a fountain
of water that was comfortably cool and especially welcome on hot
days. But the manager of the establishment didn’t appreciate our
uninvited incursions into his oasis, and chased us out with a
flying fist each time we showed up. I recall how we called him a
cheapskate, shouting at him, “It’s only water! And water’s free!”
We had no idea that people paid for water, and I’m still surprised
that we have to.

On this occasion, after checking to be sure the manager wasn’t
nearby, we walked casually toward the source of cold water where,
as if by magic, the spigot would produce a delightful supply of
clear, cold, thirst-quenching water.

We each took a clean glass from the rack next to the water
fountain, and Joe poured himself some water. I followed suit.
When I had gulped down half of mine I paused to say, “Ah, that’s
so good.”

“So you brats are here again.” Turning toward the door to the
kitchen, I saw the gaunt, bald-headed manager with the weeping
cold sore on his lip. “You little shits better get the hell out of here
or I’ll call the cops on ya.”

I put down my half-full glass of water and edged toward the
exit. But Joe wasn’t so easily motivated. Confidently, he said,
“This place is public.” The manager came toward us. “You
bastards! I’ll kick your fresh little asses but good.” Joe ducked
his curly head, grabbed me by the arm, and whispered, “Let’s
scram!” We scooted out the swinging door.

“I better not catch you God damned brats in here again!”
shouted the manager of the Greasy Spoon, standing at the
swinging door of the cut-rate eating establishment waving his fist
in anger at us.

“Aw, who cares?’ Joe shouted defiantly over his shoulder. “You’re
just a cheapskate. Water don’t cost nothin’ and you won’t even let us
have a sip. Anyhow, you don’t even own the Greasy Spoon.”

The manager started after us and Joe shouted, “Cheese it!” We
fled across the street toward the “Five-and-Ten.” We never called it
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Woolworth’s. It was our favorite place for getting cheap supplies for
school, Halloween masks, water pistols, and candy. Oh yes, and
chewing gum too. Doublemint. Maybe once in a while Beechnut, or
Dentyne, but mostly Doublemint. That was our brand.

When I had caught my breath, I said, “Hey, Joe, he really
got mad when you said he didn’t even own the Greasy Spoon.”

Joe grinned a yellow-toothed grin and wiped the sweat from
his forehead. “He’s a horse’s ass.” We stopped to stare at the
display window of the Five-and-Ten, and Joe said, “Shit, did ya
ever see so many toys and stuff? I’m gonna go in and get a water
pistol and some candy.”

“How much money you got on ya?”
“Nothin’,” replied Joe.
“Me neither. So how you gonna buy the water pistol and the

candy?”
“I’ll hawk ’em. You know, clip ’em.”
“But that’s stealin’. It’s a sin, Joe.”
“If you don’t take much, it’s only a venial sin.”
“I dunno about that.”
“Well,” said Joe, “if you were a crook and ya robbed a bank

or a gas station or somethin’ and took a lot of money that’d probly
be a mortal sin. But hawkin’ apples or clippin’ stuff from the
Five-and-Ten ain’t hardly a sin at all.”

“I dunno.”
“Well, I know,” he said. “I’m two years older than you and I

know all about stuff like that.”
I visualized the counter in the Five-and-Ten that had always

fascinated me. The one stocked with small pads of paper, pens,
pencils of all shapes and colors and sizes, and erasers. And I
thought, If it’s not that much of a sin I ought to get some of that
stuff. “But what if we get caught?”

“We won’t get caught. All you have to do is tuck your shirt in
your pants and leave one of your shirt buttons open and make
like you’re just lookin’ at things. Then ya shove the stuff in your
shirt real fast and ya walk out o’ the store real slow and ya don’t
even look to see if anybody’s watching.”
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“I’d be scared to do that. We could go to jail or something if
we got caught.”

Joe laughed. “Are you kiddin’? They don’t send little kids
like us to jail. They just bawl you out and call your house and tell
on ya.”

“Mom’d kill us. She’d prob’ly shove our heads in the cruddy
toilet.” I had not yet received that dreaded punishment, and the
very thought of it terrified me.

“Even if we get caught,” said Joe, “we don’t have to say we
live with her. We can say we live with the Maguires. You say
you’re Bobby Maguire and I’ll say I’m Dick.”

“Then we’d be lyin’ too and get really killed.”
“Those’d be just white lies,” said Joe, blinking his blue eyes

rapidly.
“White lies?” My own eyes widened.
“Yuh, those are lies that ain’t so bad. They’d only be venial

sins, not mortal. Hey, come on, Tommy. Everybody hawks stuff.
Didn’t you ever hawk stuff?” I shook my head. “Hawkin’ stuff’s
fun, Tommy. I been doin’ it since I was as old as you, and never
been caught yet.”

“I never knew you did that.”
He laughed. “Well, I wasn’t gonna tell everybody. Somebody

might squeal. But you won’t squeal, huh Tommy? We’re blood
brothers, remember?” Years before, we had pricked our fingers
with pins and I had mingled my blood with the Rothwells’ and we
had sworn, “We are now blood brothers and we’re never gonna
squeal on each other.”

“I won’t squeal, Joe.”
“Okay. Come on, Tommy.” He squeezed my arm. “Let’s hawk

some stuff now.”
I was silent for a moment, wondering about the whole idea.

Then I said, “Okay, Joe. I’ll hawk some stuff with ya.”
When we went in the Five-and-Ten, Joe headed toward the

candy counter and I went to my favorite place where school
supplies were located. And as I set out to complete my first theft
my heart pounded heavily in my chest. Although I tried to appear
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outwardly calm and honest, my hands and knees trembled and I
felt like Public Enemy Number One. I was terrified.

Despite my anxiety, I followed Joe’s instructions carefully. I
would first hold an object in my left hand as if examining it before
buying, and then with my right hand I would take the item and
rapidly shove it into my shirt. And when my shirt held all it could
hold I began inserting things into my pants pockets.

When I had taken all the loot I could reasonably conceal on
my person, I began to move through the Saturday afternoon crowd
in the aisles of the Five-and-Ten with my heart beating wildly as
I stepped toward the exit, feeling as if my whole body was
paralyzed. When I passed Joe, who stood at a counter which
displayed water pistols, he looked my way and winked. I winked
back and kept moving. The only place I wanted to be was out of
that store.

Joe looks so calm, I thought. I guess he’s used to hawkin’
stuff. But I’m not. I hate this. I bet my face looks just like a
crook’s face, and before I get to the door I’ll prob’ly get caught
’cause everyone in the whole store can tell from lookin’ at me
that I’m a real live crook.

I got to the door without difficulty, although time seemed
frozen, and I soon found myself on the wide sidewalk in front of
the Five-and-Ten. Trying to act casual, I strolled away from the
store, and while I walked I felt that the eyes of all pedestrians
were fixed on my guilty face.

A few doorways down the street, near Cottage Street, I stepped
into the same doorway where we sometimes ducked through to
take short cuts on rainy days. A long flight of stairs led up to an
office area with a wide corridor, which led to a down flight of
stairs at the end of the long block.

Huddling in the doorway like a wanted criminal, I waited
there for Joe and wondered if he had gotten caught. Brother, if he
gets caught I’m in trouble too. I guess he’ll have to tell on me
even though we’re blood brothers. Mom White would kill him if
she caught him lyin’. “A liar’s worse than a thief,” she always
says. “Ye can reform a thief but ye can’t reform a liar.” Boy, does
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she hate liars. If we get caught we better tell the truth and maybe
she won’t punish us so much.

“Hey, Tommy, how’d ya do?” Joe was there in front of me
grinning. Although his teeth were yellow and he was short for his
age, I envied him his straight, small teeth. I would rather have
been short like Joe with even yellowed teeth than to be tall and
thin, with large uneven white front teeth. I despised the
crookedness of my teeth and thought the whole world was noticing
them and thinking less of me because of them. I wanted to be
perfect, and wasn’t.

“Wait till ya see the stuff I hawked, Tommy.” Joe looked
around furtively. “Let’s go down near Dunn’s Pond. Nobody’ll
see us there. And there’s a place where we can hide the stuff.”

We left Norwood Center, went down Nahatan Street by the
Armory, and walked under the granite railroad bridge. In a moment
we were near Hollingsworth and Vose Company with its glue smell,
and the Plimpton Press with its smell of ink. “We better not go by
where Mister Vincent works,” I warned Joe as we neared the
press where many books were printed, including those published
by the Christian Science Church.

To avoid being seen by Mrs. White’s boarder, who worked as
a printer at Plimpton’s, we crossed to the far side of the street and
soon reached the small shallow pond where we went ice skating
in the winter. At the edge of the water, behind a cluster of bushes,
we found the culvert where we often played. It was about three
feet in diameter and water flowed through it only during the spring
months.

In the summer when the culvert was bone dry we would hide
within its long, shadowy emptiness and bounce echoes around.
During the grape season we would crawl through it to a back
yard near Lenox Street where we “borrowed” grapes. We called
our secret culvert “Piper Town” and half-believed that after dark
it was inhabited by tiny elfin creatures like leprechauns who
disappeared into the earth when the sun rose in the morning.

“This is a swell place to hide our stuff,” said Joe as we sat
cross-legged at the entrance to the concrete culvert. I was in a
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trance as I watched Joe remove his loot from his shirt front. He
took out three water pistols, and a vast assortment of several
different types of candy. Then he lined everything up on the
grass. “Well, what did ya get, Tommy?”

I emptied my treasure trove from inside my shirt and on the
ground I lined up several pens, a few colored pencils, some lead
pencils, small pads of writing paper, a couple of large erasers,
and a small pencil sharpener.

Joe gave me a quizzical look. “Why’d ya hawk stuff like that?”
I shrugged. “I like this kind o’ stuff.”
Joe looked at his own loot and smiled. “Hey, how about these

terrific water pistols and all this candy?”
Not a word did I say. I was deep in thought as I sat cross-

legged on the heavily matted swamp grass, tapping my forehead
with my index finger.

“What’s the matter with you, Tommy? You don’t like hawkin’
stuff?”

“Nope. I think it’s a sin, and I think we ought to take this
stuff back to the store and sneak it back on the counter.”

“I don’t get you, Tommy. I thought everybody liked hawkin’
stuff. Anyways, it’s only a venial sin.”

“But isn’t a sin mortal if ya think it is?”
“I guess that’s what the stupid catechism says, but I don’t

think hawkin’ stuff’s mortal.”
“Well, I do.” As I had entered the store I had thought of

myself as an evil master criminal and I had thought of myself
that way as I had tucked the stolen items into my shirt front. The
hawkin’ expedition had been no lark for me, as it had been for
Joe.

“Here.” Joe shoved a large piece of red-and-white striped
candy into my hand, “Taste this. It’s terrific.” Joe thoroughly
enjoyed his first piece of stolen candy. He was a completely
satisfied and guiltless remover of items from the Five-and-Ten.

Slowly I removed the cellophane wrapping and inserted the
red-and-white candy into my mouth. “Ach!” I spat the piece of
candy onto the ground. “It tastes lousy!”



THE O’CONNELL BOY: EDUCATING “THE WOLF CHILD” 59

“Are you shittin’ me or somethin? This here’s the best candy
I ever tasted.”

“Nah. It tastes lousy to me.” I could find nothing good about
the candy.

Joe swallowed the rest of his first piece of candy and put a
second piece in his eager mouth. As he sucked on the candy he
mumbled to me, “You’re funny. You really don’t like hawkin’
stuff, huh?”

“Nope. I hate it. I don’t even feel like usin’ the stuff I hawked.”
“Listen,” said Joe, “we’ll hide the stuff here in Piper Town

and come back for it tomorrow. Then I bet you’ll feel like usin’ it
and you won’t feel so bad about hawkin’ it.”

“Maybe.” I unenthusiastically complied with Joe’s suggestion.
Then we went back to Mrs. White’s house where I had a difficult
time appearing calm and unruffled.

Haunted by my dishonesty, when I went to bed that night I
lay there for a long time staring at the shadows cast by the street
light on the sloped ceiling of the third-floor finished room. As I
reflected on the “hawkin’” expedition, I thought, I shouldn’t have
done it, and I shouldn’t have let Joe do it either. But he said,
“Aw, come on,” and I went and did it. I must be crazy or something.
No, I shouldn’t use that word. It reminds me of my mother. I
wonder what it’s like to be crazy. It must be wicked. I wonder
what she looks like.

Even if she’s crazy I bet she doesn’t look like the crazy people
you see in the movies sometimes. Anyhow, “crazy” is just a word.
That’s what one of the kids said the other day when somebody called
him crazy. Well, I’m not crazy, but I must be stupid or somethin’ to
let Joe talk me into doin’ stuff I don’t even want to do.

I’m the smartest kid in my class in school, but if I’m so smart
why did I take that stuff? Well, I guess I’m smart in some ways
and stupid in others. I knew stealin’ stuff was a sin, and I wish I
never let him talk me into doin’ it. Why did I do that? What’s the
matter with me?

I hope God doesn’t strike me dead before I go to Confession
tomorrow. Thou Shalt Not Steal. It’s one of the Ten Commandments
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and I broke it. If you break a commandment and ya know you’re
breakin’ it, it’s a mortal sin. If God struck me dead tonight I’d go
straight to hell and stay there forever. Burnin’ and burnin’ and
burnin’ without end.

Please God, I prayed, don’t strike me dead. I didn’t mean to
commit a mortal sin. I’m sorry I broke one of your Ten
Commandments. I never stole stuff before. I “borrowed” apples
and grapes and stuff but I never really stole anything.

I’m really sorry about it, God, and I promise I’ll go right up to
Confession tomorrow and I’ll go to Communion Sunday and I
won’t clip any more stuff from Five-and-Tens or any other place.
Please don’t strike me dead tonight and send me straight to hell.
I don’t want to go to hell.

Angel of God my guardian dear, I prayed, to whom His love
commits me here, ever this day . . . and night . . . be at my side . . .
to light and guard . . . or is it guide . . . to light and guide . . . to
rule and guide . . . I mean guard . . . Amen.

I guess I should make an Act of Contrition too. O my God I’m
heartily sorry for having offended Thee, and I detest all my sins
’cause I dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell, but most
of all ’cause I offend Thee my God who art all good and deserving
of all my love. I firmly resolve with the help of Thy Grace to
confess my sins . . . tomorrow . . . to do penance . . . and amend
my life . . . Amen. Please, God, hear my Act of Contrition.
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“It’s gone, Tommy. All our stuff’s gone!” Joe’s voice echoed
through the culvert we called Piper Town. “. . . gone . . .
gone . . . gone . . .” Joe came out of the culvert rubbing dust and
grit from the knees of his dungarees. “Boy, are my knees sore
from goin’ in there. Some dirty no good sneaky rats took it all.
Cripes. I never in my life owned three water pistols before. And
all that candy. Jeez. There was enough there to last me a month.
The dirty stinkin’ rats.”

“Well, I’m sort of glad the stuff’s gone, Joe. Last night I decided
I was gonna bring it back to the store today and sneak it back on
the counter anyhow.”

“Sneak it back? You’re crazy, Tommy.”
“Crazy’s just a word, Joe. Hey, we better get to Confession

before it’s over. If we don’t and she finds out about it we’ll get
killed.”

“If she finds out we clipped that stuff from the Five-and-Ten
we’ll get killed anyhow.” He laughed, showing his yellowed teeth,
as we stepped onto the sidewalk which would take us toward St.
Catherine’s chapel.

“Boy, I hope she never finds out, Joe. She’d shove our heads
in the toilet.”

“Ain’t she done that to you yet?”
“Nope.”
“She’s shoved my head down the hopper a lot,” said Joe, a

chronic infringer of Mom White’s rules. “I don’t even cry anymore
when she does it. I just hold my breath.”
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“Don’t ya mind it?”
“Sure I mind it. It feels lousy when she pushes your head

down the hopper and flushes the chain and that stupid water
splashes all over your head and makes noises in your ears and
everything. But I ain’t gonna let her make me cry anymore no
matter what she does.”

“Mm.” I tried to appear calm, but my mind was filled with a
vivid picture of my head being shoved down the cellar toilet, and
the thought terrified me.

As we neared St. Catherine’s I took Joe by the arm and looked
around to make sure nobody was listening. Then I asked in a low
voice, “Are you gonna tell the priest about hawkin’ the stuff at
the Five-and-Ten?”

“Nope. Why should I? Anyways, it was only a venial sin.”
“Even so, they’re still sins.”
“So what? Who cares? I only tell what I feel like tellin’, like

I might tell him I got mad, or I swore, or somethin’ like that.”
“But that won’t be a good confession.”
Joe laughed. “It’ll be good enough for me.”
As we entered the chapel behind St. Catherine’s and were

about to dip our fingers in the Holy Water font at the entrance, I
paused and whispered to Joe, “Which priest are you goin’ to?”

Joe shrugged. “What’s the difference? I’m only gonna tell
what I feel like tellin’ anyhow.”

I wet the tips of my fingers with Holy Water, crossed myself,
and told Joe, “There’s a long line outside Father Williams’
Confessional but that’s who I’m gonna see. I wouldn’t go to Father
Griffin again for a million bucks. He talks so loud everybody in
the chapel knows your sins.”

Surveying the situation, I saw a small group of people waiting
outside the small dark cubicle where the lenient priest was
hearing the sins of the faithful. Another group waited in the
Confessional pew. I tiptoed to the other side of the chapel and
filed into position at the far end of the pew.

Meanwhile, Joe nonchalantly went to a pew where a mere
handful of people waited for the strict Father Griffin. A few
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moments later, Joe exited from the Confessional booth smiling,
went to the altar rail at the front of the chapel, crossed himself,
mumbled his easy Penance quickly, crossed himself again, and
headed toward the exit at the rear of the chapel. As he went up
the aisle, he caught my attention and whispered loudly, “See ya
outside, sucker.”

“Go jump in a lake,” I whispered back to him. Then I saw
the people around me focusing their attention on Joe and me,
and I blushed.

Joe left the chapel. A man came out of Father Williams’
Confessional. Then a woman standing in the waiting line pushed
aside the heavy maroon drapery and entered. The man kneeling
in the pew in the aisle position crossed himself and moved to the
rear of the standing line. Everyone seated in the pew, including
me, slid sideways one position to the right.

Finally, I found myself in the kneeling position at the end of
the pew, and I examined my conscience, considering the sins I
would tell and in what order I would tell them. I decided to save
the worst sin for last, then I stood in the waiting line, and after
what seemed a long time it was my turn to enter the Confessional.

I pushed aside the heavy maroon drape at the entrance to
the penitents’ part of the Confessional, kneeled on the hard oak
kneeling bench, made the Sign of the Cross, kissed the feet of
Christ on the Crucifix, heard the mumbling of the penitent in the
opposite side of the Confessional, and while I was waiting for the
slide to open I nervously rehearsed the content of my confession.

Finally, the slide opened and I was separated from Father
Williams only by a dark screen through which I could see the
hazy outline of the priest. Then his shadowy form leaned in my
direction, the gray-white hand within made the Sign of the Cross,
he muttered several Latin words I did not understand, and I
began, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.” I started with my
venial sins. “I was angry a couple of times. I was disobedient a
few times . . .” When I was done with my venial sins, I hesitated
and then stammered quickly, “I . . . uh . . . I took some things
that didn’t belong to me.”
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The priest leaned toward me and then whispered softly, “What
things did you take, young man, and where did you take them
from?”

“Some paper and pens and erasers, Father, and I took ’em from
the Five-and-Ten. It was the first time I ever really stole anything.”

“Do you realize it’s a sin against our good Lord and against
our fellow man to steal what belongs to another?” “Yes, Father.”
“Are you sorry for what you’ve done?” “Yes, Father.” “Will you
try not to do such a thing again?” “I’ll try, Father.”

“And will you make restitution, my son?”
“Restitution, Father?”
“Now you must return the stolen property to its rightful owner,

the Five-and-Ten.”
I replied softly, “Well, Father, I was gonna return the stuff,

but today when I went to where I hid it, it was gone.”
“I see.” The priest paused and my heart pounded rapidly as

I awaited his next comment.
“Could you perhaps pay for the stolen items?”
“I hardly ever have any money, Father.”
Father Williams was silent for a moment. “Are you truly sorry

for what you’ve done?”
“Yes I am, Father.”
“I will absolve you of your sins, young man, and I urge you

to make restitution if at all possible, and now go to the altar and
say ten Our Fathers and ten Hail Mary’s very slowly, and say
them again before you go to sleep at night, and during the next
week I would like you to pray to the Blessed Virgin Mary every
day to assist you against further temptations.”

“Yes, Father.”
“Now I want you to say a very good Act of Contrition.”
“Oh my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee . . .”

When I had completed my Act of Contrition and said my Penance
at the altar rail, I left the chapel and found Joe waiting.

“Boy, you took prackly all day.” He was bouncing a small
red rubber ball on the sidewalk. “What did ya do, kill somebody
or somethin’?”
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“I did the same thing you did, that’s all, Joe.”
“You mean hawkin’ stuff from the Five-and-Ten? How many

Our Father’s and Hail Mary’s did he give ya?”
“Ten-and-ten.”
“Hah. That’s really something ain’t it? Ten Our Father’s and

Ten Hail Mary’s just for hawkin’ stuff. I got three-and-three from
Griffin, but if I told him about the Five-and-Ten he would have
given me fifty-and-fifty.”

“Yup. He prob’ly would have, Joe.” I grinned and shook my
head in wonder at his lack of religious fear and fervor.

We walked down the sidewalk out of the business section of
Norwood past St. Catherine’s, across Washington Street by the
front of the Town Hall, past the Fire Station, and off toward Mrs.
White’s house in the “Cork City” part of the community.

All seemed normal in the White household as we ate our
frankfurters-and-beans supper. But when we were in our third
floor finished room about to undress for our Saturday night bath,
and looking forward to listening to a crime program on the radio
afterward, we heard the heavy footsteps of Mom White on the
stairs leading to our room.

“Uh-oh,” grunted Joe. We both knew that when she climbed
those stairs in the evening there was usually big trouble in the
air.

She entered our room carrying a large brown paper bag, and
she ordered Joe’s brother Dave out of the room. “You go down
and take yere bath now.”

“Isn’t Tommy gonna take it with me?”
“No, Thomas and Joseph are staying here with me. Go to

yere bath, David, and don’t let me hear another word out of ye.
Shush now.”

There was no other word from Dave as he went down to the
second floor for his solitary bath, a rare ritual for any of us at
Mrs. White’s.

“Stand over near the windows,” she ordered as her face
flushed redder than usual and her thin lips pressed together
tightly in anger.
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We obeyed with haste, stumbling over each other in the
process. “We didn’t do nothin’,” said Joe, blinking his blue eyes
fast.

“I’ll be the judge o’ that,” she growled. “Speak when ye’re
spoken to, Joseph Rothwell. I’ll tell ye soon enough what ye did.
Yesterday when I asked the two of ye to run up the square for me,
did ye come right back?”

“Yup, we did,” lied Joe quickly.
“Oh, ye did, did ye? Well, ’tis funny but it didn’t seem to me

ye came right back at all. It seemed to me ye took your time.”
“Well, we . . .”
“Ye what, Joseph?” I sensed what was coming and trembled

in fear as Joe blurted, “We had a glass of water in the Greasy
Spoon, that’s all.”

“Oh, so you did, did ye?” she replied in forced restraint.
“That’s what took ye so long?”

“Yup,” said Joe without a pause as I remained silent.
“Well, if that’s what ye did,” said Mom White, “then what in

the name of almighty God is all this?” She took the brown paper
bag, opened it, tipped it upside down, and dumped the contents
onto Joe’s cot. There before our astonished eyes were the water
pistols, the supply of candy, the pens, the pencils, the paper
pads, and the erasers.

“But . . .” said Joe.
Then Mom White’s round face shone red against her silver

blue hair as she reached out, took Joe by the ear, and shouted,
“No buts! Ye’re a thief and a liar, Joseph, and don’t ye think I
don’t know it.”

Next she took me by the ear, gave it a painful twist, and said,
“And you, Thomas O’Connell, I thought ye knew better than to
steal. I thought ye had a good head on yere shoulders.”

“It’s not his fault,” yelled Joe. “I told him to hawk the stuff.”
“Do ye do all his thinking for him?” she retorted. “I’ll be the

judge o’ whose fault it is and not the likes o’ you, Joseph Rothwell.”
She said no more as she angrily and silently held a firm

grasp on our ears and pulled us down the flights of stairs from
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the third floor all the way to the cellar. The firmness of her grip
on my right ear did not lessen as we descended, and I could not
feel my feet touching the steps beneath me. I could feel only the
pain in my right ear, and I was afraid she would pull it completely
away from my head.

The tears were flowing in a steady torrent down my cheeks
by the time we reached the small cellar toilet, elevated on a
wooden platform one step higher than the cement cellar floor,
and enclosed by rough boarding. The toilet had its flush box
overhead and a long chain hung down so the occupant of the
throne could pull on it when the job was done.

Mrs. White’s hand released its grip on my ear and she ordered,
“You stay right there, Thomas, and while ye wait ye can watch
what happens to Joseph. Many’s the time I’ve warned the lot of
ye about lying and stealing. Sure and I have. Now ye’ll get what’s
coming to ye.”

She led Joe into the torture chamber and gave his ear an
extra twist. “Take yere shirt and undershirt off,” she commanded
as she let go of his ear.

Joe slowly followed her instructions, revealing his burn-
scarred chest. Although the massive scar was beginning to fade,
the skin was as taut as ever.

“Now in with ye,” she shouted. “On yere knees.” Joe kneeled
and held one side of the toilet with each hand, placing his head
in the toilet bowl in much the same way he had done on previous
occasions. It reminded me of movie scenes in which people were
facing death by the guillotine.

Holding his sandy hair in her left hand, Mrs. White pushed
his head down as far as it would go into the bowl, and then she
reached up with her right hand to activate the flush box. She
pulled the wood handle, yanked the chain, and the water poured
down with a roar and swirled around Joe’s head.

“Yah . . .” He coughed and then clamped his mouth shut to
keep the swirling flush water from gagging him. As I watched I
trembled in fearful anticipation. When the punishment was done,
Mrs. White lifted the dripping Joe from his head-down position
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and carried him bodily to the dark soapstone set tubs beside the
toilet cubicle. There she propped his chin on the edge of the
sink so the water on his head would drip into the sink and not
onto the floor. “Take a towel now and dry off,” she ordered, and
I noticed that Joe was very quiet and didn’t seem to be crying.

Then her large, fleshy arm reached out and as her strong
hand grabbed my left ear I let out a pain-induced scream. “Take
off yere shirt and undershirt, Thomas. I’ll give ye cause o’ crying
in a minute.” My hand trembled as I undid the buttons of my
shirt, hung it on a hook, and removed my undershirt.

“Kneel down in front of the toilet,” she ordered. My bony
knees shook as I placed them on the hard pine floor. Then, feeling
like a prisoner with a death sentence, I braced myself as I had
seen Joe do, with one hand on each side of the toilet bowl.

“Now ye’ll find out what I do to thieves and liars, Thomas
O’Connell,” she shouted. “Now ye’ll find out by gorry, and get
the fear of God into ye.” Her left hand grasped my curly brown
hair. “Ow!” She lifted my head and plunged it fast downward
into the watery darkness of the toilet below, and my eyes closed
tightly as my forehead touched the cold water in the bowl.

Then I heard the gurgling of the flush box above as she
activated the pull chain, and my heart beat fast. Holding onto
the slippery enamel sides of the toilet, I caught my breath as a
whirlpool of water engulfed my head, causing ringing sensations
in my ears. “Yah . . .” I shouted.

Then I coughed and clamped my mouth shut, but the flush
water entered my mouth and nose and began to gag me. So I spat
the water out, closed my mouth tightly again, and held my breath.
Then, after what seemed to be an interminable time, I felt myself
lifted bodily from the toilet and placed on the cement cellar floor
near the set of soapstone tubs and the wringer washer. My body
was a mass of tremors as I took the towel from Mrs. White. A
torrent of tears poured down my face and mingled with the water
dripping from my hair.

Now, after more than four years at 42 Mountain Avenue, I
had finally been subjected to the toilet punishment I had feared
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for so long, and as I sat there shaking I was filled with hate for
her, to the core of my being.

I hate her, I thought as I began to wipe my hair and face dry.
My thin arms trembled so much as I tried to rub the towel against
my head that I could hardly make any progress. And all the
while I was sobbing uncontrollably.

I hate her for doin’ what she did to me. Who does she think
she is, punishin’ me like that? I hope when she dies she goes
right straight to hell and they put her head in a toilet that’s on fire
and drown her and burn her at the same time, forever and ever.

After managing to dry myself off, I put on my undershirt and
shirt, and then, from somewhere in my infuriated head, I heard
her voice saying, “Now the two of ye will go up to yere room and
get ready for yere bath. But first I want both of ye to promise ye
won’t steal again.”

“I promise,” said Joe quickly.
I sobbed. “I pro . . . mise.”
“And ye’re to confess it in Confession,” she said.
“We already did,” said Joe.
“We . . . did.” I sobbed, trembling all over.
“And ye’ll have to bring the stolen goods back to the Five-

and-Ten,” she said.
“We will,” said Joe calmly.
“We . . . will.” I sobbed.
“And Joseph,” she said, “ye’d better say a special prayer to

the Virgin Mary to help ye stop lying. A liar’s worse than a thief
and harder to reform. Oh, ’tis a terrible thing to be a liar. Liars
can’t be trusted in the least.”

“I’ll say the prayer,” agreed Joe who was not overly concerned
about Mom White’s opinions, but knew how to pacify her.

“And you, Thomas, you say a special prayer to the Blessed
Virgin Mary that she’ll help ye not to steal again. I thought ye
knew better than to steal.”

“I’ll pray . . . to . . . her.” The tears would not stop.
“Now it’s up with ye to get ready for yere bath,” she said,

“and there’ll be no radio for ye tonight, and no Laurel ’n Hardy
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movie for ye tomorrow at the Norwood Theatre. I’ll learn ye not to
lie and steal. In all my born days I’ve never seen a liar or a thief
that amounted to anything, so there will be no liars and thieves
at 42 Mountain Avenue, sure as the good Lord made apples.”

As we headed up the cellar stairs, she asked, “Do ye think
I’ve picked on ye?”

“Nope,” said Joe. “Except Tommy wouldn’t of done it if I
didn’t tell him to. He didn’t even want to hawk the stuff.”

“It’s generous of ye to stick up for him, Joseph, but Tommy
O’Connell will have to learn to do his own thinking.” Again she
asked me her question. “Do ye think ye’ve been picked on?”

I remained silent and sobbing, looking up at her through my
tears as I shrugged my shoulders. I was furious with her and had
no intention of saying a word more than was absolutely required.

“Ye must think I’ve picked on ye. I’ve said it many’s the time
before and I’ll say it again. Ye’re all the same in my eyes and in
the eyes of the Lord. I’ve got no favorites at the supper table and
I show no partiality for those who’ve done wrong. One of ye could
rub my feet and cater to me day and night and it wouldn’t do ye
a lick o’ good.” Obviously, she was referring to Joe’s foot massages.
“Mom White’s boys are all equals. Sure, if I punish ye it’s as hard
on me as it is on the lot of ye, but if ye do wrong ye get punished
for yere own good.”

She looked at me with my spasm-racked body and tear-
covered face. “Ye did steal at the Five and Ten, didn’t ye,
Tommy?” I nodded. “Ye knew it was a sin, didn’t ye?” I nodded
again. “Did I show any favoritism?” I shook my head. “Go up
with Joe and get ready for yere bath, and don’t let me catch ye
stealing again.”

Half numb, I followed Joe up the cellar stairs to the hallway
leading to the kitchen, a dark hallway where I had often stood
after small infringements of the rules. I had stood in the darkness
of that hallway, and in the darkness of the cellar, and in the
darkness of the attic. Also, I had been painfully switched with
branches of bushes, but having my head shoved into the cellar
toilet was in my eyes the ultimate unforgivable punishment.
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That evening, after we had taken our baths, and after both
Joe and Dave had tried unsuccessfully to comfort me, I lay in my
bed staring through my tears at the shadows on the sloped ceiling
of the third floor finished bedroom. Thinking, thinking, thinking.

I know I did wrong, but I was sorry and I even confessed it
this after. If the stuff we took was still there, I was even gonna
take it back to the Five-and-Ten. She shouldn’t stuff a kid’s head
down a toilet. The other kids around Mountain Avenue hardly
even get punished when they do somethin’ wrong. Their parents
just yell at ’em a little. And once in a while they get spanked, but
they don’t get switched and they don’t get their heads shoved
down toilets.

She’s a pain in the behind, that’s what she is. She thinks
she’s always right about everything, like tellin’ us to stay away
from the Haddad twins just ’cause they’re State kids and ’cause
they aren’t from the Bureau like us kids and ’cause they aren’t
Irish. I don’t care what she thinks about ’em. I’m gonna see ’em
anyhow and play with ’em whenever I feel like it. It’s no sin if I
don’t obey her. She’s not my mother. She’s only my guardian. I
won’t even have to tell it in Confession if I don’t obey her.

She says stupid things sometimes, I thought as I lay there
furious with her. Like after Joe kneels down and rubs her feet
she says he’s “a good slob.” She won’t catch me rubbin’ her feet.
I wouldn’t rub anybody’s feet. And she ought to mind her own
business, like when my father came the last time and she said,
“Here comes your father with his redheaded lady friend.”

I don’t care what she thinks about Susie. I like goin’ for rides
with her and my father. I don’t even get carsick when she’s in the
car. I wonder if he’ll marry her. Nope. He’s still married to my
mother. In Sunday School the sister said if a man divorced his
wife, he’d get kicked out of the Church. I don’t think he’ll divorce
her. But I don’t think he ever sees her in that asylum she’s in.
I’ve never seen her either except when I was a baby, but I don’t
remember that far back. I don’t think I’d want to see her in that
place with all those crazy people. I don’t even like thinking about
her bein’ in that place. I wish she wasn’t crazy.
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Well, even if she’s crazy at least she’s my mother. Not Mrs.
White. My mother wouldn’t swat me across the mouth with a wet
face cloth for mumbling and she wouldn’t make me stay down in
the dark cellar after supper for talkin’ back. I hate that dark
cellar. It’s like a nightmare bein’ there in the dark. Like that
nightmare I had the other night with everything spinnin’ and
�yin’ and smotherin’ me and scarin’ me. I hate those nightmares
and I hate that cellar.

She’s mean as anything to us kids. I know I shouldn’t hate
anybody but I hate her for doin’ that and I hate this place. I wish
I was still livin’ with my father and Granny. I wouldn’t get my
head shoved down the toilet there. And when people asked me
about my parents I wouldn’t have to tell ’em, “I live with Mrs.
White.” I could say, “I live with my father and Granny O’Connell.”
I’m sick o’ tellin’ people I live with Mom White. I’m not a real
orphan, but she has to sign my report cards where it says parent
or guardian. I’m sick o’ bein’ almost an orphan and havin’ a
guardian and bein’ switched and havin’ my head shoved down
the toilet.

Maybe I’ll run away. But if I go to Granny O’Connell’s they’ll
just send me back here, and if I run away to someplace else
they’ll �nd out who I am and bring me back here again. So what’s
the use of runnin’ away? Joe tried it once but the police got him
and brought him back. But maybe he wasn’t smart enough. Maybe
they won’t catch me. The only thing is, where will I go?




