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What if you had the chance to learn the answers to life’s greatest questions? And what if you realized you only had a limited time to embrace a divine intervention that would help you discover who you really are and your true purpose in this world?

At age thirty-one, lost and disoriented at a crucial crossroads in my life, I found Heaven on earth. It was a humble, colorful place—long forgotten and tucked away on the manicured grounds of a 150-year-old convent in my small hometown. It was filled with beauty, light, laughter, peace, healing, blessings, and answers. I never knew it was there, practically under my nose for my entire life, but I found it when I most needed it.

There to greet me was eighty-seven-year-old Sister Augustine in full traditional habit. Standing barely over five feet tall and slightly hunched, she welcomed me with a warm smile and twinkle in her eyes that all but said, I’ve been waiting for you. She had started the convent’s ceramic shop in the 1960s, but by now she had mostly receded from public view. Still, six days a week, she was content to work alone in her studio, quietly painting and creating while the frenzied world outside passed her by. Until I walked in one late winter’s afternoon.

Over the next five years, I visited Sister Augustine just about every week. Her cloistered world became my refuge and my most important classroom. From the beginning, we were teacher and student in ever-changing roles, traversing the ultimate once-in-a-lifetime pilgrimage. Two unlikely friends brought together at the last minute, coasting along on what I came to think of as a gift of borrowed time.

Within those walls, I could ask any question, confide any secret, vent any frustration, and float any brainstorm. No topic was off-limits—from forgiveness, death, and even the existence of God, to love, success, creativity, sin, and my own lifelong struggles with personal demons. Throughout our hundreds of visits, I always knew Sister would have the divinely guided words and lessons I needed at each step along the way. Her advice was as wise and straightforward as her colorful clayware pieces were precious and rare.

During our time together, I was able to return the favor by showing my friend—a gifted artist long hidden away—that her life still had one very important last chapter left to go. And how even in the most remote corners of our existence, second acts are always possible.

Five Years in Heaven is my portrait of the most memorable and life-changing visits I shared with Sister Augustine, who once described herself as “only a messenger.” Within these pages, I invite you to pull up a chair and glimpse Heaven on earth as I once did in that sacred place as Sister and I discussed the timeless and universal questions we all have about living a full, purposeful life at any age. May you then find your own inspiration, peace of mind, and meaning in the answers that are revealed.



Where there is darkness, light.

—THE PRAYER OF SAINT FRANCIS
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On that early spring day, the sun had started its descent when I pulled into the convent’s back entrance. On one side lay the sisters’ pond and tiny cemetery—rows of names and dates on simple weathered headstones. On the other side, St. Joseph Monastery’s stone walls soared into the blue sky. When the sun reflected off the windows, the building seemed made of gold.

This is the time of day when everything is either bathed in a brilliant, hopeful light or plunged into sharp shadow. This is when you can either bask in the glow, as if eye to eye with God Himself, or cower in darkness.

Sister Margoretta waited just inside, next to the gift shop she had managed for years. She had closed a few minutes early in expectation of my arrival. Tall, dressed in a traditional habit from head to toe, she always reminded me of Ingrid Bergman in The Bells of St. Mary’s. Her timeless beauty remained in her wide smile and eyes, framed by black and white. Sister Dolores, petite and blind, stood next to her. She had joined the Benedictine order and moved to St. Joseph’s after a life on the outside that included a husband and son. With her gracious poise, I always wondered what she could see that the rest of us couldn’t.

“I made it,” I said.

They both smiled, and Sister Margoretta told me to follow them.

Sister Dolores took hold of her friend’s arm and they proceeded down a steep staircase. I followed them into an inner maze of darkened hallways in which I had never stepped foot before. Large paintings and statues of the Blessed Virgin, Christ, Saint Benedict, various other saints, and biblical scenes lined the corridors. Once inside those walls, even for a few minutes, it was easy to forget that a world outside existed.

I imagined that if peace had a scent, it would be the sacred perfume culled from decades of scrubbing, polishing, candles, prayers, incense, communal meals, and a certain waft of sweetness that I couldn’t quite identify, but was inhaling as deeply as possible. Like at Christmas Eve mass, when for those few moments I can close my eyes, inhale the church’s warm aroma, and allow myself to believe all is okay in the world. I wanted to fill myself with as much of that rare oxygen as I could. It was like a gift you can only hold on to for a few moments before it must be let go.

I lost all track of time. It could have been minutes, hours, days. Time as we know it doesn’t have much use in a place where the aim is eternity. Part of me wanted to walk those halls forever.

We emerged into a long corridor where all the doors were closed, except one. Midway down, sunlight poured out of the open bedroom door, flooding the hallway.

Sister Margoretta and Sister Dolores stopped. “She’s in there,” Sister Margoretta said, smiling and nodding toward the pool of light.

My eyes widened and I hesitated, just as anyone would before doing something they sensed would change their life forever.

Then I heard her voice, so familiar. “I’ve been waiting for you,” Sister Augustine called out from inside the room. “I want to hear all about your trip!”

I flashed a huge grin at Sister Margoretta and Sister Dolores. “Business as usual,” I said.

“We’ll wait for you out here,” Sister Margoretta told me, smiling back.

“Okay,” I whispered, as if sharing a secret. I was grateful for these women, who, like two guardian angels, had led me to one of those pivotal moments that makes life so special.

I then turned and walked toward the light.
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Five years earlier.

On a late winter’s afternoon, I sat frozen in front of my computer screen, staring at my resume. It was a glorified travelogue from the ten-year journey I had recently brought to an end. The relentless black cursor at the top of the page taunted me with its incessant flashing. As if demanding to know, Where to next? Problem was, I wasn’t so sure anymore.

The sky outside gray and heavy, gusts of wind pounded against the window next to my desk. My mind spun wildly like a broken compass while a chill coiled around each of my senses, threatening to squeeze the life right out of me.

The past year had been marked by several career disappointments. I had spent the last few years secretly working on recipes for my first national cookbook, which I had hoped would now be picked up by a major publisher, but none had bitten yet. I had also just completed my master’s degree in education at Harvard, yet found myself in the thankless role of substitute teacher at my high school alma mater. I was frustrated, confused, and more than a little lost. I was thirty-one; I was at a crossroads.

My best friend Steven stopped by and encouraged me to forfeit my showdown with the unforgiving cursor and get out of the house. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to. What would we even do? I wondered, gazing out the window. The world seemed stuck in a permanent whiteout all around me.

I was born and raised in the small town of St. Marys, which is nestled in the rural mountains of western Pennsylvania. Home to me and thirteen thousand other people, it didn’t offer a lot of options for fun. Especially on those frigid days that would make even the most cold-hardened, contented Inuit consider relocating.

Steven suggested we explore the local convent’s ceramic shop, which he remembered visiting as a young child.

“You mean the gift shop,” I corrected. Though I had passed the place a thousand times, I never knew our local convent had a ceramic shop.

“No, the ceramic shop!” Steven insisted. “My great-grandma used to take me there when I was little.”

“What do they do there?” I asked, still not convinced that my friend knew what he was talking about.

“Make ceramics, I guess, I don’t know,” Steven huffed. “I just remember it being a fun little place. I haven’t been there since I was a kid.”

How didn’t I know that one of the most historic sites in our small town had a ceramic shop? I had only ever been to the convent’s gift shop, Trifles and Treasures, which was run by Sister Margoretta. That was usually when I tagged along with my mom whenever she needed a special religious medal or rosary, or a First Communion or Baptism gift. It was the only religious store in town.

The idea of an assembly line of cute little nuns painting and singing their days away spoke to the sentimental artist in me, and even made me feel a little hopeful. At the least, this little adventure would be a welcome distraction.

“Sure, let’s go!” I said.

Home to the Benedictine Sisters of Elk County, St. Joseph Monastery was a short drive across town from my house. About a mile and a half—head down Brusselles Street, turn right at the light onto South Michael, go over the railroad tracks past Erie Avenue and through the light by the movie theater onto North Michael, then take a left at the light onto Maurus, and the convent will be on your right-hand side after the next intersection. Five minutes tops, three if you hit all green lights and no traffic.

I grew up on these streets and avenues, which by our founders’ design radiate out like spokes on a wagon wheel, or rays of sunlight, from a patch of green grass known as the Diamond and a veteran’s memorial in the middle of town. From my house, I could see my family’s Straub Brewery, which was founded by my great-great-grandfather in the 1870s, as well as many of the carbon and powdered metal factories that were our town’s bread and butter. I could still name every one of my neighbors who lived in the houses trailing away from my own in every direction. This was down-home, blue-collar America.

While Steven drove, I looked out the partially frosted window, thinking of the many other roads, all starting from this epicenter, that I had traveled since first leaving home for college more than a decade earlier. I had majored in public relations to score fun and rewarding jobs, and minored in studio arts to further hone my skills as a visual artist.

My career in PR officially started at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. During my senior year in college, I pulled double duty, going to class while also serving full-time as the assistant to the Second Lady’s communications director at the White House. Soon after, I wrote my first book, Corresponding with History, which was published by a small academic press with little fanfare. Once the publishing bug bit, and since I came from one of the country’s oldest brewing families and loved to eat, the seeds for writing the world’s largest beer cookbook were squarely planted. But I decided to keep that endeavor a secret from family and friends until the day I could triumphantly announce I had found a publisher.

I later left our nation’s capital, heading out on Interstate 66 with U-Haul in tow to Nashville, where I took my career in public relations to a new level as a celebrity publicist. Whereas D.C. had exposed me to the highest echelons of power and ceremony, Music City USA granted me an all-access pass to the backstages and sprawling dirt-road kingdoms of country music’s royalty. Both cities were worlds beyond my wildest imagination.

While Washington, D.C., and Nashville claimed significant parts of my heart during my twenties, this small-town kid eventually grew disenchanted with the dizzying whir of public relations. I started to lose myself in the smoke and mirrors I was paid to create as a handler for some of entertainment’s biggest superstars. The boundaries of right and wrong, reality and fantasy became blurred, and soon my own sense of direction and purpose did as well.

The yearning for something simpler and more genuine was pulling me back to my roots, circling me back around to a desire I had had since elementary school to be an English teacher, before life detoured me in other directions. I felt called to inspire and educate new generations, not just about the mechanics of grammar and great literature, but about the world I had experienced firsthand where anything was possible. This latter mission was something I thought small-town students especially needed to know. I also hoped that along the way I would learn a little more about what makes me—the real me—tick. A classroom of my own and the cookbook manuscript that beckoned louder than ever to finally be completed both promised something in the way of a new starting line.

So I took a giant leap, leaving job security, friends, and the big-city lights behind. I followed my heart home to St. Marys.

As Steven and I drove through the last intersection on Maurus Street, the convent came into view while giant snowflakes skipped across the windshield. I shook my head with the realization that I had just completed one very long round-trip back to the beginning. Little did I know then where those old familiar roads were about to lead me to next.

We pulled into the main parking lot at the convent’s front entrance with a soft snow falling and coating everything with an immaculate glaze. On the western end of town, St. Joseph Monastery, along with St. Mary’s Church, a Catholic elementary and middle school, and Elk County Catholic High School, occupied a significant parcel of land. The sacred compound dominates an entire street corner and stretches uphill along tree-lined Church Street in one direction, and along a flat Maurus Street, which leads out of town in the other direction.

“Where’s the ceramic shop?” I asked, looking in amazement at the enormous structure in front of us as if seeing it for the first time.

“It’s around the side,” Steven answered.

It’s interesting how you can pass by a place countless times, and even spend several of your most formative years next-door in school, yet never really see it or know what goes on inside. St. Joseph Monastery was the first Benedictine convent in the United States when it was founded in 1852. My own family roots in town reach back to at least the early 1860s.

From the large parking lot and front door on Maurus Street, the convent rose several stories to various cross-topped peaks and continued all the way up the Church Street hill, eventually turning to the right in a towering structure that connected it to St. Mary’s Church. Colossal stained-glass windows adorned the church’s alabaster wall, each one a multicolored arrowhead pointing upward. It’s the type of place about which, independent of its actual purpose, one could let his imagination spin fantastic tales, inventing a mythical provenance for those cloistered, unseen spaces behind such mysterious walls.

Steven and I left two sets of footprints that disappeared in the falling snow as we followed the paved driveway around the side of the convent, first passing the nuns’ chapel to our right and then a long wall with stacked rows of identical windows. To our left was the carport, which shielded the few cars and one pickup truck the sisters had at their disposal; the field where the sisters had once maintained a large garden, greenhouse, and chicken coop; and a garage where a few sisters currently ran a recycling operation for extra money. Beyond that, in the distance, was the high school that Steven and I had both attended, and where I was currently working as a substitute teacher and hoping for a more permanent position.

“The ceramic shop is in there,” Steven said, pointing toward a long, three-story wooden and stone building. Situated in the center of the convent grounds, it extended outward from the main edifice across a gully to the paved driveway that wrapped around to the exit by the church at the upper end. The nuns’ pond and cemetery were also up there. Commonly known as the Guesthouse, which I realized I knew well from when I was in high school, it was connected to the convent’s main building by a short, canopied walkway. A covered porch ran the length of the middle floor, which, because the Guesthouse crossed through a bantam valley, was about level with the driveway. “I’m pretty sure it’s at the end of that porch, on the right-hand side,” my friend said.

I studied the Guesthouse for a moment. “In one of the rooms at the other end of the porch, on the side closest to the road, Sister Mercedes used to tutor me in algebra during freshman year,” I said.

For one year, every day after school, I would walk through the gate connecting the high school and convent, trudge onto that wooden porch, and enter a simple, nondescript room with just a table, some chairs, and a portrait of an ever-watchful Jesus. Wide-eyed and smiling, He’d gaze down upon us as Sister Mercedes helped me to make sense of the delicate interplay of x’s, y’s, and z’s so that I could survive my dreaded advanced algebra class for another day.

There was a lot about high school that I was glad was in the past. Which, at that moment, made me only wonder all the more why I had put myself right back into that building as a substitute teacher. Was that really where I wanted to spend the rest of my life?

Considering my history at the Guesthouse, I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t known back then that only a few doors away there was a ceramic shop. Nor could I have guessed that I would walk into the same building almost two decades later.

Steven and I veered off the road and down the few cement steps onto the slatted wooden porch. The snow was scalloping the porch’s edge in undulating patterns, as if Mother Nature were gentling, wielding a wide brush dipped in ivory paint. At the other end, nineteen cement steps led up toward the main building.

When we arrived at the last door on the porch, a yellowing, hand-printed sign about the size of a small note card confirmed that the ceramic shop was indeed still in business and listed the hours: Monday–Saturday, 10:00 to 11:30 a.m. and 2:00 to 4:30 p.m. At the bottom, printed letters neatly rendered in pencil beckoned, “Please come in. Thank you.”

“I guess it’s open,” Steven said, checking his watch. It was about two fifteen.

I nudged him to enter first, since he had been there before, albeit twenty years earlier.

The first thing I noticed upon entering was the calming smell that I associate with anything holy, or at least the scent I’ve always linked to old, blessed places like cathedrals. From the front door, you could look straight into a brightly lit second room and a doorway at the far back leading to yet another area.

The small front room, naturally lit by two windows that were dressed with white lace curtains, served as the main retail space. There was a built-in display counter to the immediate right along the front wall, three other floor-to-ceiling shelf-lined walls, and an old three-tier red plastic supermarket display case anchored in the middle of the floor like an island.

All of this was mere background, like a primer of gesso on a blank canvas. The foreground, where every surface was completely filled with painted ceramic pieces, was where the enchantment happened.

The anxiety moored in the pit of my chest started to turn into anticipation and excitement. For the first time in weeks, maybe even months, I calmed down and became focused on what was right in front of me, instead of troubles or the unknown. I was able to take a deep, relaxed breath. I knew in a few moments that there was something very special about this place, even beyond all the fantastic curios.

“Hello,” I called out. In my mind, I expected to be greeted by a parade of angelic little nuns, paintbrushes in hand and happily humming the afternoon away as they worked. Something along the lines of The Sound of Music or, at the very least, Sister Act.

But no one responded.

“Hello?”

No response.

Steven and I looked at each other and shrugged our shoulders. The surge of electricity that comes when you sneak into some forbidden place raced through me. Adrenaline liftoff!

My eyes grew wider and wider as I walked around the shop. The shelves overflowed with hand-painted statues of Mary, angels, animals, clowns, plates, bookends, vases, piggy banks, flowers, birds, plaques, crosses, snowmen, Santas, baskets, wind chimes, and pitchers, as well as a small ebony bust of Queen Nefertiti, a giant ice-cream cone cookie jar, and a honey jar shaped like a beehive. More whimsy and charm than the synapses firing rapidly in my imagination could register. The endorphin rush of colors and images freed all my senses, kicking them into overdrive. The shelves were like my brimming spice racks at home, offering infinite possibilities for exploration.

We kept circling the room in silence, digesting this treasure chest we had happened upon. Finally, I said, “I can’t believe this place exists.”

There was something so magnificent, so curiously disorienting, yet remarkably innocent about it. The feeling was palpable. The minute we walked through that front door, we became Willy Wonka in his chocolate factory, Alice in her Wonderland, Dorothy in her Oz, Luke Skywalker in his galaxy far, far away. But this place was very real, even though it still felt like we had just been dropped into a secret fantasyland that no one else knew about, which wasn’t that far from the truth.

I’m not sure how long Sister was standing in the doorway, amused by our oohing and aahing. I was examining a long, slender statue of Mary, delicately painted in white and light blue with three forget-me-nots trimming the bottom of her robe, when I heard Sister’s voice for the first time.

“Welcome!” It was a sweet, throaty tone with a slight quiver that was unforgettable and endearing from the start—a warm, soothing voice as familiar as a grandmother’s that lets you know you’ve found your way to where you belong.

My head swung toward the doorway separating the two rooms.

What I saw there brought on a smile: backlit by the room behind her, Sister stood just barely over five feet tall, slightly hunched, wearing glasses, and attired in a full, traditional habit of long black veil, white coif, black tunic belted at the center, brown wooden rosary beads dangling from her waist, and sensible black shoes. There was just one deviation: she also wore a blue denim bib apron smeared with paint.

“Hi!” I said back. “I didn’t even know your ceramic shop existed until today.”

Sister smiled. “It’s been here a while.” That was the first time I saw the twinkle in her eyes that I instantly knew I’d never forget for as long as I live.

“I’m John, and this is Steven,” I told her.

“Nice to meet you both. I’m Sister Augustine.”

I felt an instant connection with the old woman. As if we had always known each other. I would soon learn that’s one of the beauties of true friendship: the feeling of always.

“Your pieces are incredible!” All my words came out in magnified decibels, all of them punctuated by exclamation marks. Poor Steven couldn’t get a word in edgewise, so he just gave up and nodded in agreement with what I was saying. I couldn’t remember the last time something galvanized me the way this place did, especially being an artist myself. This was the first few seconds after the roller-coaster climbs inch by inch to the zenith, then plummets, leaving your heart dancing in midair.

“Thank you,” Sister returned with a soft chuckle.

“How many of you work here?” I looked over her shoulder into the other room.

Sister Augustine grinned and playfully flashed her hands and arms outward. “You’re looking at it! Sometimes I have a few volunteers who help out, but it’s just me otherwise.”

“You do all of this yourself?” I was shaking my head. We were surrounded by hundreds of pieces in all shapes and sizes. Loaves and fishes in a glorious riot of color and joy.

Sister nodded. “There’s more in here if you’d like to see it.” She motioned to the brightly lit room behind her.

I picked up a second, gold-glazed statue of Mary that had caught my eye, and then Steven and I walked into the next room. We found three more walls of floor-to-ceiling shelves, filled with figurines, cornucopias, pumpkins, birds and animals, bowls and pitchers, canister sets, and even dozens of decanters disguised as firemen, policemen, cowboys, bakers, and fishermen. Also, hundreds of Duncan-brand glaze and paint bottles were neatly organized by color on shelves at the front of the room.

In the far back left-hand corner was a large sink, above which two posters with illustrations of butterflies and wildlife hung. Along the wall to the right below the windows, there was a checkout and wrapping table in front of a counter that extended from the front of the room to the back. The counter held a television, some magazines, ceramics catalogs, and plants. Halfway up the back corner on a shelf, a snow-white statue of the Blessed Mother watched over the room.

“Look here,” Steven whispered, pointing to two small shelves in front. One was lined with miniature, lifelike turtles and frogs, and the other with ladybugs. The price of the turtles and frogs was “Three Hail Marys” and the ladybugs were a bargain at “One Hail Mary,” according to the small sign rendered in Sister’s handwriting.

Priceless, especially considering that I couldn’t have recited a “Hail Mary” to save my life had I been asked just then. The thought of saying what was actually a favorite prayer of mine in front of a nun made my nerves shudder and my mind go blank. Silly, considering there wasn’t anything intimidating about Sister Augustine. Still, my mind flashed back to me in fourth grade at Queen of the World Parish elementary school. Dressed in my navy blue uniform like a cadet. Reciting the Ten Commandments to Sister Jane Francis. I got to number eight and blanked. Total brain freeze! Sister Jane Francis looked at me lovingly for several moments while my memory went to mush, then told me to sit down. I had managed to get to murder and adultery, but couldn’t make the leap to stealing. I did, however, have a better idea of what an eternity felt like after that. Yes, I’d have to pass on the turtles, frogs, and ladybugs for now.

In this middle room of Sister Augustine’s operation, three long, blond-colored tables, like those I remembered being in the library at school, were arranged in a squared-off horseshoe, which opened toward the front of the room. They were covered with ceramic pieces in various states of completion. The table to the left held several rows of identical, unpainted Nativity figures frozen in an elaborate procession. On the table to the right, a stable’s worth of animals and other familiar faces already had a base coat.

“Is this your studio where you paint everything?” My piqued curiosity was a spinning wheel of fireworks.

“Yes, I suppose you could call it that,” Sister said, still watching us from the doorway. I assumed from her reaction that I was the first person to ever refer to this space as her “studio.” “That’s where I sit and work mostly, either between the tables or back there.” She pointed first to a mint-green spindle chair inside the horseshoe and then to an oak chair at the back right-hand corner. Nearby, a glossy black pedestal cup with a bouquet of paintbrushes served as the centerpiece. I realized that from either vantage point, she could see and anticipate everyone who entered. Except today. I never did ask where she was when we first got there.

“What’s in there?” I pointed to the door behind her chair at the back, the one leading into an unlit room.

“That’s where I mix the clay and pour the molds,” Sister Augustine replied. “And where I store all the bisqueware.” She didn’t offer to take us in there.

“We should probably get going,” Steven said, nudging me.

“I’d like to buy these two statues of the Blessed Mother,” I told Sister. “Can you please sign them?”

The curious look on her face was precious. As if I had asked if she had ever been to the moon.

“I write ‘SJC’ for Saint Joseph’s Ceramics on the bottom of each,” she replied.

“You should also sign your name.”

I got another befuddled look. “But they belong to the convent, not me.”

“But you’re the artist!”

From the amused look now on her face, I assumed she hadn’t been called an “artist” in a long time, either, if ever, or ever asked to autograph her own artwork.

“That’s not necessary. No one needs my name on them. It’s God’s work, you know.”

“Will you please sign mine anyway? I don’t think God will mind,” I insisted. “Unless, of course, you can arrange for His autograph.”

Sister laughed and shook her head. “I guess you’ll just have to settle for mine then.” She walked to the inside of the horseshoe and sat down in her chair, where she was arm’s length from the parade of Nativity figures she’d soon bring to life.

“I think I have a pen around here somewhere,” she said, searching among the pieces awaiting her attention. “Ah, here it is.”

“Be sure to write the date, too, please,” I added. “It’s…” I scanned the room for a calendar. Since lately one day bled into another without much difference, I had lost track of what the specific date was.

“February twenty-first,” Sister Augustine said. She glanced up with a smile. While Sister signed and dated the bottom of the statues, I surveyed the other clayware pieces on the table. Several camels, cows, and a few sheep, along with Mary, Joseph, the Wise Men, a shepherd boy, and even Baby Jesus, all stared back at me.

“Sister, how did you do that one?”

I pointed to a tiny cup, about four inches tall, which curved in at the middle and then flared out again on top. It was painted in a cool fusion of turquoise, deep green, and white—the exact colors you might see when looking down through clear water to the bottom of a tropical sea.

Sister paused in mid-signature to attend to my question. “Oh, that,” she said with a giggle. “I don’t like to waste paint, so when I’m working, I always clean my brushes off on a little piece like that one. When it’s covered, I put it in the kiln and see what happens for the fun of it. I never know what’s going to come out.”

“It’s gorgeous! Is it for sale?” I picked it up for a closer look. “It’s like a piece of the ocean. I can see the water, seaweed, white foam…”

“Oh my!” Her eyes widened. “I never thought of it like that, but you’re right.”

“I don’t see a price tag. How much is it?” In fact, I hadn’t seen a price tag on the statues, either, but I was willing to pay whatever the price might be. A divine hand had created these pieces, of that I was sure. And this entire experience had lifted my spirits. You couldn’t put a price tag too big on that.

“Let’s see,” Sister responded, calculating in her head. “This larger statue is five dollars, this gold one is four, and the little vase is…how about two dollars? Does that sound okay?”

Eleven dollars for everything? “Sister, you need to charge more!”

Sister Augustine shook her head. “I think that’s already too high. I want people to be able to afford them.”

I laughed to myself. Maybe forty years ago, but a total steal today. I felt guilty pulling the few bills from my wallet.

After signing the three pieces, Sister took them over to her checkout station, where she carefully wrapped each of them separately in long sheets of white paper, which had been cut identically sometime earlier from a tall roll on the floor. Then she pulled a neatly folded plastic bag from a nearby container holding recycled bags of all kinds. Everything had its place. She put my items in the bag and handed it to me with a smile.

I handed her fifteen dollars. “I don’t need change.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Thank you!” There was that sparkle in her eyes again, this time in gratitude. She placed the two bills in a metal money box and recorded the order on a tablet setting next to it.

“I’ll definitely be back,” I called over my shoulder as Steven and I headed for the door.

“I’ll count on it,” I heard Sister Augustine say.

Her jovial tone behind us contrasted with the blast of cold air that welcomed us back to the outside world, which, for a glorious forty-five minutes on a late winter's afternoon, I had completely forgotten was even there.

Looking at the date years later that Sister had inscribed on the statues, I realized how rare it is to know the exact day you met someone who would change your life so profoundly. That date is now circled on my calendar and marked with a little star every year. Like a favorite destination on a map.
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One week after I first met Sister Augustine, I returned to her ceramic shop in midafternoon, this time alone. Steven had gone back to New York by then, but his birthday was coming up in a few weeks and I had an idea for the perfect gift—a special thank-you for taking me to Sister’s shop for the first time.

Of course, the gift was just an excuse to return. Something much deeper was leading me back to Sister’s studio. I longed for the calm and stability I had felt there amid the otherwise dizzying swirl of my life at the moment: a cookbook that didn’t seem to be going anywhere and a teaching career that hinged upon jarring 6 a.m. calls from the high school secretary letting me know I had to fill in for a teacher who was out sick that day. While some centrifugal force seemed to be pushing my goals and dreams further from me, a countervailing force was pulling me into Sister Augustine’s isolated world. At the moment, my mind was like a movie projector flapping a continuous loop of anxiety and disappointments in black-and-white. Sister’s shop offered the rejuvenating color I needed to add to my life.

This time, I parked in the smaller lot I discovered beside the Guesthouse. The snow crunched like toasted bread crumbs under my feet as I hurried toward the long porch leading to the shop. The convent’s main building rose high in front of me like a fortress, a solid wall striped with dozens of windows, leaving me to ponder who might be looking out and watching the visitor who had just arrived. In the distance, I could just barely make out the tip of the steeple and cross of St. Mary’s Church peeking up from the other side.

The entire place reminded me of an epic backdrop on a Hollywood set, or one of the storied old manors that you might see on a PBS special, where nobility have dwelled for generations. This place was, at the least, a domicile frozen in some bygone epoch where a more humble gentry fulfilled their sacred calling.

Once home to 125 Benedictine nuns who were active throughout the community they had helped to found, the convent was now home to a dwindling sorority of around twenty sisters, the youngest in her fifties. Perpetually suspended in a more innocent time warp and indifferent to the modern world, this was an uncomplicated place where progress and most modern technology and other corrosive material things were turned away at the front gate.

The essence of this holy dwelling in St. Marys wasn’t much different from a certain 101-acre, early 1900s farm sixty-eight miles to the west in the rural Pennsylvania community called Knox, which even today barely tips the scale past a thousand residents. There against a pastoral backdrop—idyllic white farmhouse with a coal stove in the kitchen, pump organ in the living room, welcoming front porch, and nearby water well, large barn and outbuildings, miles of hand-hewed fences, pastures, an apple orchard, cows, horses, chickens, pigs, kittens, and a Saint Bernard named Rex—a young girl named Anna had blossomed and found her divine calling. Eight decades later, our paths would cross.

With an effusive grin stretching pigtail to pigtail and wearing the flowered frock her mother had made, Anna spent her days picking apples and berries and chasing after butterflies, bumblebees, and lightning bugs barefoot, preferring fresh air and tilled soil to indoor chores or going to school. With her brothers and sisters, including Agnes, who would enter St. Joseph Monastery first and take the name Sister Thecla, Anna transformed the farm into her own wonderland. Fueled by her imagination, every new day, every hill and field, every animal and bug, and every found path in the woods offered her a new departure point for adventure. The young girl’s curiosity was like a blank sketchbook that she quickly filled.

Anna helped her mother Clara, who was jovial and generous in a white bib apron, can fruits and vegetables grown on the farm, churn butter, and gather fresh eggs that they’d sell in town on Saturdays. She also worked alongside her father, George, a devout and humorous man with a thick mustache, milking the cows, feeding the animals, planting the large vegetable garden, and piling wood on the porch. Every night, the family gathered in the living room after dinner to pray the rosary while a pet piglet named Hank made the rounds nudging each of their toes, which always made Anna giggle.

All of which could easily have been the inspiration for the warmth and hearth conjured in a favorite melody years later—There’s peace and goodwill…On Mockin’ Bird Hill…

Sister Augustine’s Mockin’ Bird Hill homestead from eighty years earlier, like St. Joseph Monastery now, seemed immune to the outside world. Divinely inoculated against the forces and challenges that tormented the rest of us. Both, sacred havens for a simpler life grounded in what really matters.

More than ever lately, I could feel the Goliath of that modern world breathing down my neck. But just in the nick of time, some grace had granted me the golden ticket to enter this hallowed space framed by Church and Maurus Streets and where time stood still. It was an escape from publishers’ rejection letters, the doldrums of classrooms that weren’t my own, and a life dangling on some unknown and vaguely threatening precipice. Some force inside those walls was calling to me, much as the wide-open spaces of Sister Augustine’s girlhood farm had once whispered to her. Not in words, but through a gentle tugging within my heart. Even after only one visit, for me Sister’s ceramic shop was a giant magnet, its pull natural and balanced. My own curiosity had turned the page and prodded me toward this mystery.

The air was almost too cold to breathe as I walked toward the Guesthouse. It needled my lungs with every inhalation. My pace quickened as I recalled the warmth inside Sister Augustine’s shop from a week earlier.

No hesitation this time. I opened the front door of the shop and strolled in as if I had done it a hundred times before, not just twice. In an instant, the cozy aroma and candied swirl of colors brought me serenity.

This time, I was greeted by a little ball of gold and white calico fur nestled on the counter beneath the front window. My entrance had stirred him from a sound sleep.

“Why hello,” I said to the cat, who was as surprised as I was. Like Sister Augustine, I’m sure he wasn’t used to seeing many visitors these days in his sanctuary. “And who might you be? You weren’t here last time.”

The cat’s eyes scanned over me quickly and suspiciously, while he remained comfortably perched.

“I see you’ve met Blitzen,” a voice called out from a room to the left. The door to that room had been closed last time. Sister Augustine then peeked out the doorway with a huge grin.

“Yes,” I replied, turning to see her holding a small glazed crucifix. “He wasn’t here last time, was he?”

“Blitzen usually hides when visitors come. He even gets in between the walls sometimes, and I won’t see him for a few days. But he always comes back
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