“Forgive Yourself” 

By Christopher Burger

I was fourteen or fifteen years old. I was working a job under the table answering phones. I was alone most of the time. I was doing homework, struggling with Algebra and History. The phone hadn’t rung once all night. I was so bored... beyond bored. 

One of the men who lived in the building walked down the stairs. I was seated at the desk, with my back to him. I could smell his cologne before I could hear or see him. I think I can still smell that cologne. 

It choked my nostrils; you wore it so heavily. You walked up behind me, I was now aware of him in every way: the lumber of your steps on the old wooden floor, the pattern and rhythm of your breath... your very essence in the space immediately behind my desk chair. 

Without saying a word, he placed his hands on both of my shoulders and started to rub. This went on for several minutes, with me growing increasingly more uncomfortable and not knowing what to do or to say. 

Then he spoke for the first time:  “You look like you’re working hard. You should take a break.” Your grip on me tightened like you were afraid I was going to escape. I remember vividly dropping my pencil. He was giving me a massage, but not like any massage I had ever had or have ever had since. 

Your breathing even changed, it became deeper... heavy. Your touch on my shoulders just felt wrong. I think I can still feel his hands on my shoulders. You lingered way too long; your touch was way too intimate. 

I have no idea how long he stood there, touching me. All of a sudden, as quickly as it had started, it ended. He was gone. The smell of his cologne lingered for a lot longer than he did. 

I never told anyone this happened to me... that it continued to happen to me. Every time he would come down those stairs and I would feel the sting of his cologne on my nostrils, I knew he was going to find some way of touching me. Sometimes it was the full shoulder rub, sometimes it was a touch on the arm, and sometimes it was a touch on my...

He was someone I trusted. How come I felt so wrong each time it happened and how come I always wanted to throw up after and how come I felt the urge to flee whenever he came down the stairs? 

He was the priest who worked in the parish. My job was answering the phone in the rectory. This was where he lived with the two other priests. Growing up, we were taken to church each and every Sunday... until my mother went to work a few years before I found my job being paid under the table to answer the phones in the parish rectory where the priest that I knew from all those Sundays would be able to touch me in a way that was neither welcome nor desired. 

I was there several nights a week... it was a way to get paid to do my homework. To sit at a desk and waited for a phone to ring that would almost never ring and do homework and make $4.25 per hour. It should’ve been a great experience. Except for the whole touching thing. 

He even took me out to dinner. He showed up without his priest’s collar. I don’t remember anything at all about the dinner besides that. Not the food. Not the conversation. Not even the cologne. 

I’ve blocked it all. It just felt wrong to be picked up in his car, to be taken out to dinner, to be on be a date with the priest from the parish.

But, I was lucky... I only had to deal with his inappropriate touching, rubbing and massaging and the one dinner. Years later someone else who was not as lucky, pressed charges against him for years of sexual abuse. Several others came forward to press charges as well. 

It was swept under the carpet in the great Catholic sweeping movement that was popular at the time. To date, the Catholic church, by its own estimate, has spent over $2 billion dollars settling sexual misconduct cases out of court and sweeping the under the rug. 

$2 billion dollars.   

I’m not even sure of what happened to the priest after the charges were pressed. Even as an adult, so many years later, knowing that what he had done to me and knowing that it was wrong, I didn’t even have the courage to tell my mother. 

I have never discussed it with anyone until now. The time for my silence is over. 

I hope the charges were filed successfully and he had to pay for what he did to other young boys who were supposed to trust him. 

Father, you betrayed our trust. Forgive yourself, father, for you have sinned. 

