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MARCIA DESANCTIS

I wasn't officially banned from the Win-
chester Public Library in the spring of
1976, but for a few weeks, I stayed away:.
Mrs. Barger, who worked the checkout
desk, had discovered me on the back stairs
after hours with one hand dangling a
Newport Light and the other inside Billy
Doyle’s jeans. She knew and respected my
three older sisters, and though I suspected
she wouldn’t rat me out, I couldn’t face the
judgment that was sure to be coiled upon
the old lady’s face if she saw me. So I sent
my mother to get Travels with Charley for my
ninth-grade Steinbeck project. By accident
or by ruse—I'll never know— Mrs. Barger
sent her home with Graham Greene’s Trav-
els with My Aunt.

The book’s breezy conceit—e '
elderly woman plucks her virgin nephew
from his life tending dahlias and off they 4
go to exotic ports of call—was the perfect 3
foray into Greeneland and I was beguiled
by the author’s literary charms. By the
time I sat down with The Comedians, five
books later, 1 still loved the tableaux of
colonials clinking pink gins while rebels
plotted in the shadows, but what got me
into the tent isn’t what kept me there.
I allied myself with Greene’s autobio-
graphical heroes—men at once bound to,
haunted by, and estranged from the Cath-
olic Church, whose teachings run through
their veins. At fifteen, I wasn’t really much
of a sinner, but like Billy Doyle and pretty
much everyone else I knew in suburban
Boston, I was a Bad Catholic. Saddled
with the twin encumbrances of lust and
guilt, yet fully knowing what was right and
holy, I took a sharp left away from cate-
chism and what the nuns at Sunday school
had tried to impart. Like lepidopterists or
Francophiles, conflicted Catholics have a
way of finding each other, as if to share the ":
burden of juggling transgression and con-
fession while trying to live a life. It is the
constant tug of these extremes that only
a person doused from birth in sacramen-
tal incense and holy water can fully com-
prehend, and one best endured in similar
company.

The Comedians isn’t Greene’s most Cath-
olic novel—that is probably The Heart of
the Matter. But narrator Mr. Browns
Jesuit upbringing is always at the fore-
front of his brain, whether in his frequent
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remembrances of his first (and only) fuck
with the married teacher twice his age, who
picks him up at the betting tables in Monaco
where he was a seminary student, or in his

guilt over his own guiltlessness in the arms
of his present-day lover. “Man has but one

virginity to lose,” and I lost mine that win-
ter afternoon in Monte Carlo,” Brown, the
owner of the Hotel Trianon, ruminates
in another casino, this time in Port-ay-
Prince, Haiti, on the night he meets Martha
Pineda, the young wife of a fat South Amer-
ican ambassador. Even when he collects his
winnings, Brown can’t dodge the shadow of
the Catholic priests who raised him, as he
discusses whether ambassadors—then hus-
bands—are necessary evils.
~ “You believe that evil is necessary?”” he
- says to the cashier. “Then you're a Mani-
 chean like myself’ Our theological discus-
sion could go no further, for he had not
been educated at the College of the Visita-
ton, and in any case the girl’s voice inter-
pted us.” The “girl” being the married
man with whom he’s about to sleep.
rown strays and adheres simultane-
ly: he conveys that being a Catholic
1s that although you will never shake
history or the rituals that constitute
ore and backbone, you're also doomed
sue sin, no matter what the cost.
isn’t talking murder here, just sex.
ager, what wasn't I to admire in
d think of no bigger turn-on

son for whom seduction always

t he also knows that sensual
s what grounds us in this short

life, and anyway, there is absolution (or at
least personal accountability) in the con-
fessional. Greene was the most mascu-
line of writers—all that whiskey, all that
sweat-drenched lovemaking with either
younger women or married ones or both—
but I am convinced he really wrote for us
ladies. Greene’s characters are troubled by
their own detachment from women but
they still respect them. The author gives
them brains, and never condescends to the
prostitutes in the brothels the heroes fre-
quent in back alleys from Saigon to north-
ern Argentina. In the Haiti of The Come-
dians, as usual, such women are smarter,
braver, and more politically switched on
than the johns. Greene wrote for men
who like women, but also for women who
like men—especially unencumbered loners
who take big risks, are always in the mood,
and, sexier still, are tortured Catholics.

In The Comedians, as in other books,
Greene is not one for spouting papal encyc-
licals but rather for making Catholicism
the undercurrent of all else, the fulcrum
upon which everything tilts. It’s hard not
to see the irony—and the Church’s omni-
present mantle—when the lovers’ moon-
light assignations take place under the
statue of Christopher Columbus in Port-
au-Prince. (Back in Boston, we panted
in the backseat of our parents’ station
wagons behind St. Eulalia Church). The
explorer who brought Catholicism (and
its traveling companions, the enslavement
and murder of the natives) to Haiti lords
above the adulterers while the country
descends into madness, thus mingling and
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bringing to light the many hypocrisies of
the Church. The theme gets another layer
as the new president, Haitian nationalist
and Catholic Papa Doc Duvalier, leads the
country into terror, and infuriates Rome
not for his practice of torture and execu-
tions but for expelling all foreign-born
priests. Brown discusses his religion at
every turn—with Dr. Magiot, the digni-
fied Marxist rebel leader, and later, with
Captain Concasseur, the terrifying Tonton
Macoute, while the latter holds the hote-
lier at gunpoint, making him pee his trou-
sers. Evil has taken over and even the so-
called faithless recognize hell when they
see it.

This is notable during Brown’s first and
only voodoo ceremony, which he attends
in solidarity with his hotel’s trusted bar-
tender, Joseph. Scared, and maimed from
an encounter with Papa Doc Duvalier’s
security force, Joseph turns to the pagan
gods when all else—prayer and the gov-
ernment, for starters—has failed. Brown
is skeptical. “You are a Catholic,” he says
to Dr. Magiot. “You believe in reason.”
“The Voodooists are Catholic too, and we
don’t live in a world of reason,” Magiot
responds.

In Haiti, you have to be Catholic to take
part in a ceremony, whose Latin refrains—
Libera nos a malo, agnus dei—are lifted from
liturgy and provide Brown with a famil-
iar reference point. But every religion and
every deity, Brown seems to say, end up
disappointing us: “I told myself I hadn’t
left the Jesuits to be the victim of an Afri-
- can god,” he muses.
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its presence and i
his every breath, T
of sin and penance
of the born Catholi
such a thing as reason,
in flashes. One m'ght,'
nearly abandoned in
engulfing Haiti, Brov
by the pool, where a go
has recently slit his own
Duvalier’s henchmen f
him. After making love :
not accidentally, endows
prodigious sexual appetite
impotence), he denies his
(“Do you think I still beli
obliquely, acknowledges t
cast by the priests in Mo
one of two remaining Ti
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vous with Martha. ““Was it
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For a Catholic, the CI
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at best. His Catholicism is too deeply
embedded as both scar and moral fiber.
Even if he renounces it, he is compelled to
maintain it, which allows him to be com-
mitted not to one thing, but to everything,
It renders him human.

“We [the faithless] have chosen noth-
ing, except to go on living,“ he says. “I
daresay it eased the never quiet conscience
which had been injected into me with-
out my consent, when I was too young to
know, by the Fathers of the Visitation.”

In other words, Greene seems to say,
you don’t need religion to be a Good
Catholic. For me, as a teenager with many
thousands of sins yet to commit, this was
very good news indeed.
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ON LEONARD GARDNER’S
Fat City

AARON GILBREATH

When Farrar, Straus and Giroux first pub-
lished Leonard Gardner’s Fat City in 1969,
the novel created a bit of a stir. A reviewer
for the Atlanta Journal said the book was
“destined to become a classic,” calling it “a
novel more moving than any I can recall in
a decade.” The Cleveland Plain Dealer called
Gardner “a craftsman of the first magni-
tude.” There were comparisons to Twain
and Melville. The novel was nominated for
a National Book Award, and in 1972, John
Huston directed Gardner’s screen adapta-
tion of Fat City into a well-received film.
Then Gardner fell off the radar. Sure, in
1988 he turned one of his short stories—
from a 1965 issue of the Paris Review—into
a low-budget movie called Valentino Returns,
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