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    For my son, Daniel Troy Kipp, and for all the saints. Through you, God showed me the truth among the lies and taught me how to love as He loves: with sacrifice, fidelity, patience, and devotion.
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Prologue: Catching the Bus
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ASLAN, A SCARRED OLD veteran of the alley-cat wars, sat calmly on the living room rug. With the peaceful dignity of age and the brainless apathy of a couch potato, voluminous folds of fat tucked comfortably beneath his furry legs, he was the picture of spoiled royalty. 

Suddenly, a little black and white cannonball hurled itself from behind the sofa, leaped through the air, and trampolined off Aslan’s back. Gleefully the little creature rebounded from her first assault, careening around the room like a hyperactive boomerang. Briefly stunned, Aslan lurched heavily at his attacker and hissed. Wookie rolled and jumped sideways, deftly avoiding his claws. She batted his old yellow head with a rapid combination of lightning sucker punches. Then, before her hapless victim could recover, she dashed left and in a split second vanished behind the television.

On the other side of the apartment, Linda Wallace was busy getting ready for work. She was an LPN—licensed practical nurse—in the pediatrics department at the world-renowned Cleveland Clinic. She had just finished tying her shoes when two loud thuds, followed by hissing snarls and the patter of running feet, brought her into the living room, where she caught the perpetrator red-handed...er, red-pawed.

“Oh no, not again!” she sighed. “Not again!” 

Aslan was confused. He pounced after his assailant, but before he could catch her, Wookie sped around the room, dashed behind, up, and over the couch, and darted into the dining room. Down the hall she disappeared. Aslan gave chase, then stopped. He’d scared her off! Peace at last. Mission accomplished. Good riddance! He licked his shoulder in victory, curled up in a gelatinous yellow ball, and went to sleep.

“Oh my goodness! You two are somethin’ else!” Linda laughed loudly at this latest fight contest between her new kitten, Wookie, and her big orange tabby cat, Aslan. 

After a while, Wookie tiptoed back into the kitchen nonchalantly. She rubbed against the corner cabinet as though nothing had happened and then wandered over to nibble at her food dish. Aslan snored in peace. 

“Wookie!” Linda said accusingly, “You ought to be ashamed of yourself!” She then walked over to console Aslan, scratching behind his ears. “Aslan, you poor baby!” 

The chubby old tabby smiled happily in his sleep. 

Glancing at the clock, Linda saw it was already time to go. She stood and buttoned her coat over her nurse’s uniform, tied a nylon scarf under her chin, and reached for her purse. The bus would be here soon. Their driver was always on time. Checking to make sure the coffee pot was turned off, she grabbed her keys from the bottom of her purse and let herself out into the chilly, damp September dawn. 

Fumbling, she clumsily dropped the keys in the doorway. 

“Shoot!” She bent over stiffly to retrieve them. 

Through the open door, Wookie darted out silently past her feet, unseen. Just as Linda was about to close and lock the door, the runaway kitten caught her eye. The black and white phantom curled herself around a pine tree, stealthily trying to hide. 

“Hey, you.” Linda stepped outside, bent down and picked Wookie up, and gently tossed her back into the apartment. “How many times are you gonna get locked out before you learn to stay home?” she scolded. “One of these days, a big ol’ dog is gonna get you.” She placed the key in the deadbolt and locked it, then hurried out to wait for the bus. 

Undeterred, Wookie jumped up into the kitchen window and meowed in protest as she watched Linda walk towards the bus stop. Then, she stuck a wiry leg through a small crack in the screen and pushed as hard as she could. 

As Linda waited, bus number 6 of the Cleveland Regional Transit Authority, known as the “RTA,” rolled down Euclid Avenue with a soothing mechanical roar. Few passengers were out this early. Seeing the approaching coach, they reached for their wallets and clutched wrinkled dollar bills, grimy quarters, or bus passes. The long, white bus with the orange stripe, huge black tires, and dark-tinted Plexiglas windows glided rapidly towards them, coming so close you might think you were in danger of being run over. But the man behind the wheel was an expert driver. He had a dozen years of experience and could stop on a dime. 

Hydraulic brakes screeching, the vehicle smoothly glided to a halt—forty-five to zero in three seconds flat, exactly three inches away from the curb. Cars behind cautiously processed around while the bus doors separated, elevator-style. Silently the glum-faced riders stepped up three steps, single file, into the long vehicle, carrying with them the pungent aroma of diesel engine exhaust. 

The driver, a black man in his late sixties, was a veteran of many miles. While the engine efficiently hummed, he greeted them warmly as if they were special guests arriving at his party.

“Good morning!” his deep voice was gravelly, but full of good cheer. 

“Transfer,” muttered the first passenger, indicating he needed a free transfer to another bus to complete his journey. 

“And how are you, sir?” The transfer card popped up from the fare box like toast from a toaster. The rider lifted it out and began walking to the back of the bus without answering. 

“Good morning!” the driver said to Linda. 

“Good morning!” she replied cheerfully. 

“That cat of yours get out again?” 

“She sure did,” Linda said, sliding her bus pass through the machine. “If she don’t stop, I’m gonna have to give her to my Aunt Bessie. Bessie never goes anywhere. And she lives on the tenth floor. No chance to get out from way up there!” 

“Um-hmm! Cats and children—always runnin’ away!” he replied. 

Linda carefully made her way towards her favorite window seat close to the front. The driver repeated his hearty greeting eight more times until all the riders had entered, paid their fare, and slowly moved down the aisle to find seats. He watched over them from his rear view mirror, making sure all was in order as they seated themselves for the journey. Then, with a sideways glance towards the rear-coming traffic, he wrapped his strong arms around the steering wheel, and with a powerful roar of the diesel engine, they were on their way. 

Steadily they rolled on. In just minutes, they passed old warehouses, apartment complexes, tall office buildings, and empty parking lots. As they reached the corner of 40th and Euclid Avenue, they passed a massive old stone church with towering Gothic spires and weathered cement steps. Deep inside, unknown and unseen, two cloistered Franciscan nuns were silently kneeling and praying in front of the Most Blessed Sacrament.
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Chapter 1: “Behold the Heart”
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A vowed patrol, in silent companies,

Life-long they keep before the living Christ.

In the dim church, their prayers and penances

Are fragrant incense to the Sacrificed.






– Ernest Dowson

“Nuns of the Perpetual Adoration”

––––––––
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SHRILLY BEEPING, THE ancient but determined electric Westclox instantly woke the sleeping abbess. Her dim eyes strained to see the numbers that glowed soft red from the clock perched apologetically on the small desk in the corner—the only furniture in the cell besides the small bed. It was ten minutes to four in the morning. 

Willing herself awake, she raised herself to a sitting position and then in a single movement crossed the length of the cell to flick on the overhead bulb. Carefully so as not to splash, she bathed her face with cold water from the sink, slipped into the floor-length brown habit, and cinched the long white knotted Franciscan cord. The white guimpe and black veil lifted easily from their hook. After slipping on sturdy leather sandals, she stretched and yawned, then automatically reached for her gold-rimmed glasses. She was ready. Noiselessly stepping down the long hall into the forechoir, she glanced at her Timex watch. Four o’clock sharp. Sister Veronica’s familiar footsteps gently padded close behind. 

Two new prayer requests on the bulletin board caught her eye. John Dinsmore, an elderly parishioner and long-time friend of the monastery who was dying from complications of Parkinson’s Disease had just taken a turn for the worse. The other was from an anonymous voicemail left by an unknown woman, frantic over her husband’s firing the day before. With no money to pay the rent in two weeks, she feared they would be evicted and begged the prayers of the Sisters. 

Reaching the door of the nuns’ choir, Mother Mary Bonaventure blessed herself with holy water and quietly approached the two nuns kneeling before the altar. There, held in the nuns’ gaze, the Sacred Host lay enthroned in an exquisite gold monstrance. A light was trained on the monstrance, making it glisten and shine. She and Sister Veronica made a profound genuflection, lyrical notes rising and falling in unison. Gracefully the two nuns whose places they were taking crossed themselves and did the same before returning to their cells. Mother Bonaventure and Sister Veronica knelt and together prayed the Magnificat and the Act of Adoration. Two divine encounters had ended; two more were about to begin. 

A few cars passed on distant streets, muffled in the sleepy Cleveland darkness. Sister Veronica sighed. Deep within the choir, the atmosphere was peaceful. Walls of stained glass rose darkly all around them, the richly colored figures barely discernible in the weak moonlight. The honeyed scent of beeswax candles perfumed the air with a rich, smoky fragrance that was pungently intoxicating. 

Gazing at the round white Host, an invigorating sense of warmth spread through Mother Bonaventure. Jesus Himself gazed back at her with the deepest, most profound love imaginable. Who could fathom it? It was a complete mystery to her why there weren’t lines of young women pounding on the front door, begging to be let in. If they only knew what it was like to be with Him, to belong to Him, she thought. If they only knew what they were missing... 

Reining in her wandering thoughts, she began to pray. First, prayers of love and praise. Then, heartfelt thanksgiving. So many blessings! Father Bradshaw’s heart surgery had been a success! Their daughterhouse in India had finally raised the money to have their ancient water heater replaced. And the Ramirez child had been born healthy at full term, not prematurely as the doctors had feared. Finally, she offered prayers of petition—for their benefactors, whose generous contributions enabled them to continue their way of life. Many people assumed that the nuns were supported by the Franciscan order or the local bishop. But that wasn’t true. If it weren’t for the generosity of ordinary people expressed in gifts large and small, they would have to take to the streets and beg like Saint Francis. 

Next, she prayed for the man who had lost his job and for his family, and for all of the others who had asked the nuns for prayers—especially for dear old John Dinsmore. She begged God that he would die in the state of grace, that he would have a peaceful death—what used to be called a “happy” death—back when people prayed to Saint Joseph to be spared from an “unprovided” death. Back when people believed that to die suddenly, without time to call a priest, confess your sins, and receive absolution, meant the terrifying possibility of going to Hell. 

Priests and bishops never talk about Hell anymore, she reflected. It didn’t seem to fit with the modern idea of a loving, forgiving God. But many of the saints had had powerful, life-changing visions of Hell and Purgatory. Mother Bonaventure hadn’t heard of any modern saints reporting visions of Jesus saying, “No, my child, you don’t understand. When I said to fear the one who could send body and soul to Hell​[1], I was only speaking metaphorically.” Until then, she intended to go right on praying for God’s mercy on the dying and the salvation—the saving—of souls. No need for a Savior if there is nothing to be saved from, she thought. 

Forty years earlier, she had entered the monastery as a naïve nineteen-year-old. Raised in a happy, loving home, she’d had no idea of the vast extent of human suffering. After she became a religious, however, she soon learned. People from every walk of life—rich and poor, Catholics and non-Catholics alike—routinely begged the nuns’ prayers. 

The sisters heard it all. Sickness. Money worries. Lost jobs. Family fights. Childless couples longing for a baby. Crippling fears, deep depression, and crushing anxiety. Addictions, alcoholism, gambling, and infidelity. The list was practically endless. Quite often, they were asked to pray for family members serving in the military overseas. They were even asked to pray by college students afraid of failing their exams. 

Years ago, these requests arrived in the mail in old-fashioned letters written in cursive, or conveyed in person in pleading whispers to the extern Sister at the nuns’ turn, the big rotating cylinder where letters and packages were delivered just inside the front door. Today, they arrived in emails to the nuns’ website or in voicemail messages left on the monastery phone. It didn’t matter how they came—all were remembered, all were respected, all were prayed for. All were brought to the merciful Jesus with simple faith, great hope, and ardent love. The nuns were a silent but powerful presence in the city of Cleveland, night and day, since 1931. And yet, except for the few practicing Catholics in the neighborhood and the secular Franciscans who held their meetings in the monastery, no one really knew they were there or what they did all day. 

The nuns believed it was their solemn duty and their special privilege to pray for the Church and the world. But there was more to being a nun—much more. There was something exciting and romantic to Mother Bonaventure about rising in the middle of the night to spend two precious hours with Jesus that made up for the perennial sacrifice of sleep. Sometimes, it was a real penance, and her eyes burned with exhaustion. But sometimes, like tonight, she felt like an eager young girl, secretly stealing away to meet her lover in the dark, quiet hours before dawn. Mother Bonaventure posed motionless on the wooden prie-dieu, her legs strong as steel from a lifetime spent on her knees. Despite the loss of sleep, she felt peaceful, rested, and refreshed. What would her meeting with the Lord bring tonight? 

Prayers of reparation. Reparation—to repair. To fix. To make up for things stolen or lost, or for hurts inflicted. To kiss the wound and make it all better, as mothers often do. Anything could be offered in reparation. It was all in the intention. She could kneel all night and say all the right prayers, but if her intentions were wrong, if she did it out of a sense of pride or grudging duty, her actions would be less meaningful. She had to intend to make up for the sins and negligence of others, intend to make up to God for what was lacking, and atone for the appalling lack of love and obedience that were justly due to Jesus Christ as Lord of Heaven and Earth. 

Jesus himself had asked for this ­back in 1675 in one of his appearances to Saint Marguerite-Marie Alacoque, a young French nun of the Visitation order. Opening her book of prayers, Mother Bonaventure meditated once again on the familiar, yet troubling, words:

“Behold the Heart which has so loved men that it has spared nothing, even to exhausting and consuming Itself, in order to testify Its love; and in return, I receive from the greater part only ingratitude, by their irreverence and sacrilege, and by the coldness and contempt they have for Me in this Sacrament of Love. But what I feel most keenly is that it is hearts which are consecrated to Me, that treat Me thus.” 

Ingratitude, coldness, and contempt—from priests and nuns? 

May I never be cold to you, O Lord.

She thought about the life-sized statue of the Sacred Heart of Jesus in the public side of Holy Angels Monastery. Surrounded by rows and rows of tall red glass candles, it was comforting to her just knowing it was there. If she looked out when she went to the Communion window, she could see the embracing arms of the statue stretched wide to welcome the whole world; but when she received Holy Communion, her eyes and her thoughts were firmly fixed on the Lord in the Most Blessed Sacrament. No need to gaze at statues then.

A few more silent minutes passed.

Dear Lord, please help the sick who are alone, all those who are abused—young children, the elderly. 

Bless all those who are homeless and those who are unemployed. Help them find jobs, dear Lord. Help them find homes. 

Help all those who are living in fear, those who suffer from mental illness and painful diseases. Help them get the help they need, dear Lord. 

Bless our dear Holy Father and all bishops, priests, and religious. Help them to be faithful to their promises to You, and to their communities. 

To their communities... She lowered her eyes and thought of her own community, a once-thriving holy sisterhood that had filled her heart and enclosed her body and soul for forty joyful years like a sturdy, beautiful beehive. But now, like dozens of other convents and monasteries around the world, the choir stalls were achingly, bewilderingly empty. As the older nuns passed on one by one, there were almost no young nuns there to take their places. She tried not to think about it because when she did, it broke her heart. 

Tiny burning pinpricks stung the back of her eyelids. 

Please, send us more vocations, dear Lord . . . 

Since the tumultuous years following the Council, the number of young people entering the priesthood and religious life had dwindled to a mere trickle. The idea that God could be calling a young person to sacrifice his or her life in service to the Church solely for the love of God and one’s fellow man seemed hopelessly sentimental, idealistic, and outdated. Modern life was all about finding yourself, being yourself, and enjoying yourself. Self-denial was a picture you took of yourself standing by a river in Africa, not a time-honored tool for attaining personal holiness and sanctification, whatever that was. 

When Mother Bonaventure entered the Holy Angels Monastery on the Feast of the Presentation of Mary in 1962 as a nervous young postulant, she wasn’t alone. Five prayerful, selfless young women had entered along with her. Back then, over thirty nuns had graced the smooth mahogany stalls, chanting the hymns, psalms, and antiphons of the Divine Office in Latin. With so many sisters, it had been fairly easy to always keep two nuns adoring Our Lord around the clock—keeping the “perpetual” in perpetual adoration. 

But now, things were different. Years passed without a single letter addressed to Reverend Mother Abbess in a teenager’s vaguely undisciplined cursive. No surprise visits at the grille from a nervous girl who had finally worked up the courage to tell Mother Abbess face-to-face her secret dream of being a nun. And it wasn’t just her community that was suffering from a lack of vocations. It was like this everywhere. 

After the radical upheaval that had barreled through the Church and society in the 1960s and 1970s, a few of the nuns had asked for dispensations and left the order. Rewriting their constitutions, changing to shorter, simplified habits, and abandoning the timeless Latin prayers was too traumatic. The new Mass in English, where the priest faced the people instead of Jesus in the Tabernacle and the people received God’s Precious Body standing up instead of kneeling at the Communion rail as had been the norm for hundreds of years, had seemed impossibly strange and unsettling. It was as though one morning everyone in America woke up and the president had ordered that from now on, to improve trade relations with our friends the Japanese, all street signs were to be in Japanese, and all drivers were to drive on the left side of the road rather than on the right. They wanted to obey, but somehow it seemed all wrong. What once had been second nature became awkward and confusing, and rules that had been in place for decades were suddenly tossed out like so much dirty bathwater.

When your superiors give you orders that seem wrong, what do you do? There were no easy answers. It was a difficult time. But somehow, many of the sisters made it through. They adapted, but the modernized Mass and religious garb mandated by Rome seemed to have had the opposite effect from what was supposedly intended. Rather than attracting young people with their campaign for modernization, it seemed to be repelling them. And now the stalwart, faithful nuns like Mother Bonaventure who had done as they were told and changed with the times were paying a hefty price. 

Nuns like Mother Bonaventure who had steadfastly persevered were aging now. In January, they had buried their gentle long-time Sacristan, Sister Helena; their bespectacled, conservatory-trained organist, Sister Theodore Marie, had died of congestive heart failure the year before. Well into their seventies and eighties, there were only a handful left who could still handle the manual work required to keep their huge monastery running along with the ordinary day-to-day cooking and cleaning.

It was the same everywhere you looked. Mother Bonaventure had heard stories about the Dominican nuns in New Jersey and the Carmelites in New York who had been forced to leave their monasteries, monumental structures built in previous centuries, because they could no longer keep them up. Lack of vocations meant not only fewer sisters, but fewer donations as well. When young girls entered, their families could always be counted on to send gifts of money for their support. Young sisters were needed to keep the monastery running smoothly, doing the heavier work the elderly nuns could no longer perform. And young sisters always brought a liveliness, joy, and freshness to the monastery that made the burden of aging and the day-to-day monotony of cloistered life much easier to bear. Without them, it just wasn’t the same. Knowing that other monasteries faced the same problems helped ease the sting, but it still didn’t solve the problem. 

And so they plodded on. In many communities, the elderly sisters couldn’t be expected to navigate the long cloister halls and go up and down endless flights of stairs, so they prudently built smaller monasteries. Unfortunately, these new structures looked more like retirement homes, complete with handicap-accessible bathrooms and handrails, than monasteries where one wedded and worshipped the mysterious Triune God. These energy-efficient buildings were less costly to heat and easier to keep clean, but the old-world craftsmanship and materials so painstakingly worked in marble, glass, wood, and stone by immigrant Catholic craftsmen of the nineteenth century, and paid for by working-class Catholic families at great personal sacrifice, could never be replaced. 

Priceless artistic depictions of the lives of Jesus, Mary, and the saints and the history of the Christian faith contained in those magnificent cloister chapels—the stained glass windows, lifelike statues, and artfully carved altars—had mostly been lost, and with it, the hopeful, calming presence of the Church in the inner city. Modernized parishes built in the suburbs in the 1980s and 1990s looked more like motels than Catholic churches. They said it was because of changes in society that girls weren’t becoming nuns anymore and the reason why Catholics were leaving the Church in droves, but she wondered. 

To stay afloat, Mother Bonaventure had been forced in recent years to ask monasteries overseas for volunteer nuns to come to Cleveland and help out. And they came. These generous younger sisters hailed from Vietnam, India, Korea, and Bangladesh, where the people’s faith had been sorely tried and proved in the fire of war and poverty. They were a welcome and much-needed addition to the monastery. These holy women sacrificed not only their secular lives, but their countries and families as well since most of their relatives were so poor that they could never afford to travel to the United States for a visit. 

Although she was deeply grateful for their help, it seemed to Mother Bonaventure that this was only a temporary solution to their ongoing vocation problem. Perhaps they, too, one day would have to leave their beautiful home in favor of something smaller and more practical. The thought terrified her. Still, somehow she knew that God would provide. After all, it wasn’t her job to figure out all the problems plaguing the Church. It was her job to keep praying, believing, and adoring. And that’s exactly what she intended to do. 

Mother Bonaventure looked at the exquisite beauty all around her and tried to imagine what it would be like to leave the place where she had lived, loved, and served God and the Church for forty years, but she couldn’t fathom it. She trusted that He would provide, but as the years went by and no new vocations came, she found it hard at times to keep on trusting. Only God could give her that grace. So far, He had done so. What the future held wasn’t so clear. 

For a while, she simply rested in the Lord. Her second hour of Adoration was almost over. Time passed so quickly! She began to pray again, this time for the community of nuns under her care, her daughters in Christ. Ironically, many of her “daughters” were much older than she was. She was especially worried about Sister Marie Claire. At the age of a hundred and one, Sister Marie Claire still lived their life in community, determinedly pushing herself forward inch by inch on her aluminum walker with the tennis balls on the bottom so as not to scrape the hardwood floors, her rosary gently clacking on the metal bars. 

But in March, Sister Marie Claire had caught a nasty virus that left her with a tired hacking cough for weeks. She seemed to rally around Easter, but for the past few days, she hadn’t left the infirmary except for Mass, when Sister Agatha cheerfully wheeled her out in a wheelchair. She dozed through most of it, but at the Consecration and the Elevation, she watched Father Ambrose up at the altar with laser-like intensity until at last he brought her Holy Communion. Then, she would sink back, sighing against the blue woolen blanket which Sister Agatha had carefully folded over the back of the wheelchair, her frail body nearly disappearing, silently communing with her Jesus.

According to Sister Bernadette, the cheerful young Korean nun who faithfully brought Sister Marie Claire’s meals to the Infirmary, Sister had hardly touched her food this past week, and although she displayed no other signs of illness than the lingering cough, it seemed to Mother Bonaventure as though Sister Marie Claire was preparing to cross the brave threshold to eternity any day now.
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Chapter 2: A Tale of Two Sisters
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You think you are at the center of things.

If you could only grasp that you are not...




– Karol Wojtyla (Pope Saint John Paul II) 

“Song of the Hidden God”




––––––––
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SEPTEMBER 15, 1999 

I was so miserable yesterday. I really felt like I was going to die! 

Everything has gotten pretty bad lately. My dumb sister Miss Perfect won’t even talk to me anymore (not that I want her to.) She’s too busy talking on the phone to even know if I exist. The only thing she says to me is “Tell Mom I’m going to Rachel’s” or “Tell Mom me and Mercedes went to the mall.” Or “If Eric calls” ... I hate her!!!!!!

Sept. 30 

Halloween is just a month away, I can’t wait!!! I can’t decide if I want to be Queen Amidala or Sabrina the Teenage Witch! Kayla said she’s too old to go trick or treating. How stuck up is that? She’s only 13... She said her and her friends are going to have a Halloween party instead. I wish I had a nice big sister, instead of a little BRATTY one....

October 1, 1999

Today I got to go shopping with Krista. Krista’s mom took us. I got some really cool Halloween makeup!!! Sparkly orange eye shadow and lip gloss. Fake long eyelashes and stick-on long fingernails. I already have the orange nail polish. I saved it from last year. Krista’s mom is going to take us trick or treating. Then I can spend the night at Krista’s house. I wish Mom was more like Krista’s mom. 

Char Fisher closed and locked her secret journal and put it back in its hiding place under the mattress. It always made her feel better to write or to draw whenever she was upset about something. 

Shutting the closet door, she got up and padded across the thick green carpet into the bathroom. Thoughtfully she planted herself in front of the full length mirror, gazing intently at her reflection. Large, clear blue eyes peered out of an almost pretty face that lately had started to break out. Her nose was rather pointed, and she had a bad habit of breathing through her mouth, which made her lips dry and chapped. Her hair was a pretty blonde color, but it was thin and limp, no matter how hard she tried to make it full. But her face had a delicate oval shape and an expression of kindness, sincerity, and intelligence. 

Char was thin. But not the kind of thin that looked as if she had worked really hard to get that way. Char was too thin. She got so tired of listening to the other girls complain about being too fat, of not being able to lose weight, talking endlessly about diets. Nobody she knew actually wanted to gain weight—tried to gain weight—and couldn’t. She felt like a freak. It wasn’t fair!

Especially compared to her sister Kayla—beautiful, popular Kayla. Char burned with a familiar feeling of jealousy. They both had blonde hair and blue eyes, but any sisterly resemblance ended there. Kayla was a year younger, but looked at least a year older, due to feminine curves which Char did not possess. Kayla’s hair was full and wavy, and her features were perfectly proportioned. She got good grades, danced in the River City Jazz Revue, and had a million friends. Everything about Kayla was attractive—including her dazzling smile. Char grimaced and stared disapprovingly at her own slightly crooked front teeth.

Even Kayla’s name was pretty. Char. What a dumb name. She had always hated it. It wasn’t even short for Charlotte, or Charmaine or Charlene. Just Char. Once, she had told her mother how much she disliked it. 

“But it’s a beautiful name! Don’t you remember how we decided to name you after Lake Pontchartrain in New Orleans, Louisiana? Where Daddy and I had our honeymoon?” 

How stupid! Named after a lake. You’re supposed to name lakes after people, not the other way around! she wanted to yell. But it didn’t matter why her mother had picked it. It was still an ugly name. It reminded her of the word “charred,” and the other names she got called by the kids at school when she was younger, Charcoal and Charmin (like the toilet paper). One boy even called her “Shark-face” in third grade. Why did parents have to give their kids such stupid names? 

Kayla. Now that’s a pretty name. 

Lately, every time the phone rang, it was for Kayla. Even worse, a couple of the boys at school had been asking Char to give messages to Kayla for them. That really hurt. She felt like Cinderella’s ugly stepsister. Now, whenever the phone rang, she usually didn’t bother to answer it. She pretended not to notice it was ringing. She acted like she didn’t care, but the jealousy was burning away inside her like acid. 

Leaving the bathroom, Char went down the hall to Kayla’s room. She knew Kayla was at cheerleading practice, but she knocked on the door anyway, just in case. When no one responded, she opened the door a crack and peeked inside. 

“Kay?” No answer. “Kayla?” Still no answer. It was safe. Char tiptoed into the pink princess-themed room, noticing all the photos pinned to the corkboard over her desk, the fluffy stuffed animals, the Backstreet Boys poster, the My Little Pony dolls, the Cabbage Patch dolls that Kayla no longer played with but kept on a high shelf. The autographed black and white photo of Chad Pritt, the famous actor Kayla had had a crush on since fourth grade. 

Bright sunshine gleamed through the polished windows. Across the street, Craig and Josh Johnson were giddily racing their bikes down the sidewalk and into the street, oblivious to the danger. A few crinkled brown leaves softly drifted to the ground beneath Kayla’s windows. Mesmerized, Char watched and wondered why even Kayla’s bedroom seemed to hold a brighter light, a happier view, than her own. 

For a few seconds, she forgot why she had come in. Then she remembered. She crept into Kayla’s bathroom and was assaulted once again by her image in the mirror. She could hardly stand to look at herself. But this time, she had a plan. She turned on the faucet and dampened her hair, then selected a can of mousse from Kayla’s collection of hair styling products. She globbed it on extra thick, ran it through with her fingers, and then washed the excess off her hands. Turning on the blow dryer, Char managed to fluff her hair into a wild-looking pouf. 

Satisfied, she rearranged everything so Kayla wouldn’t know she’d been there and went back to the kitchen to get a bag of chips and a Coke. She knew it was junk food and it was bad for her, but there wasn’t anything else to eat except her mother’s diet bars and carrot sticks, and she certainly didn’t want or need those. 

Returning to the great room with her snack, she pushed the power button on the remote, turning on their new big screen TV. She held down the channel button until she found the music videos. The pulsating music blaring in the background helped her not to feel so all alone. 

Kayla was at cheerleading practice until four-thirty. She would probably go out to eat and hang out with her friends afterwards. Once she had tried to join them at Pizza Hut, but they just giggled and whispered when she came in and pretended not to notice her standing there. So she had bought herself a soda and gone home, vowing never to speak to any of them ever again. 

Her parents, Paul and Barbara Fisher, were both successful lawyers. But that success came at a price. Chained to their desks and their phones, they were buried in mountains of paperwork until late in the evening. Many nights her father’s new silver Audi didn’t pull into their driveway until seven-thirty or eight—sometimes later if he was preparing for trial. Char was lucky if she got to spend an hour a week with him, and even then he often seemed distracted, as though he were thinking of something else. When the girls were younger, Mrs. Fisher had tried to be home by six in order to cook dinner for them. But now that Kayla was in middle school and often busy with after-school activities, a family dinner with all of them together was a rare thing. Sadly, it also meant that Char was usually all alone after school. 

Now, she glanced up at the music video playing on the screen before taking out her social studies homework. A golden yellow wedding band was falling in slow motion from someone’s finger. It hit the floor and bounced a few times before coming to rest. Then the pounding rap lyrics began. It was a song about being with another man’s wife. Just then, the telephone rang. Char got up to answer it. 

“Hello?” 

“Hi, is Kayla there?” a deep voice asked. 

“No. Who’s this?” Char clutched the receiver nervously. 

“Nobody. I’ll call back later.” Whoever it was hung up. Char’s mouth turned down in annoyance. She shouldn’t have answered the phone. It was never for her. Who were these guys, anyway? And why did they keep calling her sister? 

“I’m just not going to answer it anymore,” she said to herself, biting her fingernail. She glanced at the TV screen again. Everyone in the video was singing and dancing at a party. They looked so happy, beautiful, and energetic. A rapper clutched a whiskey bottle in his fist, taking a long drink. He gestured wildly at the camera and did a rap about partying. Char wondered for the first time where her parents kept the key to the alcohol cabinet by the bar. 

But now the music was becoming annoying. This station always played rap music after school, and Char didn’t really like rap. She grabbed the remote. Movies, cartoons, news. It was always the same. It was all boring. The shopping channel briefly grabbed her eye with a stunning blue sapphire bracelet, modeled by a young, attractive woman whose fingers were manicured with perfectly shaped French acrylic nails with white tips. 

Only $300.00, or three convenient monthly payments of $115.00! 

Staring at the expensive bauble, Char wondered when she would be old enough to have her own credit card and how much it would cost to get her nails done like that. Then they switched to a woman modeling an ugly black onyx ring, so Char kept channel surfing. Westerns, classic movies, sports, infomercials. 

Then—wait. What’s that? she thought. Who’s this?

An old woman. You never see old people on TV, Char thought. 

She was wearing glasses and was covered in a strange-looking outfit that looked like it came out of the Middle Ages. Sitting comfortably in an armchair directly facing the camera, the elderly woman spoke in a warm, kind, and friendly voice, as if chatting with a neighbor who had just dropped in for a cup of coffee. Her head was covered with a beautiful long black veil. Under the black veil was a white inner veil. A clean white headband covered her forehead. On her lap, she cradled a large leather-bound book with the tender love and care of a mother caressing her little child. Her intelligent dark brown eyes sparkled intensely and saw everything. Everything. 

Char watched, fascinated by the unusual gold medallion the old woman wore on a chain around her neck. She’d never seen one like it. Apparently, the woman had just made a joke because the audience was laughing. The woman was laughing, too. It was a big, hearty, joyful laugh of total amusement that made Char feel delightfully happy inside, and she smiled in spite of herself. Why had she never seen this show before? Maybe it was some kind of a special program and wouldn’t be on ever again. She decided to watch. 

The laughter died down, and the veiled woman grew serious. She spoke slowly and deliberately, choosing her words with care. 

“You and I must be concerned about the salvation of souls. About their welfare. Not only of your own—not only of your own soul, but the whole world! You can’t look at a news program, you can’t look at a magazine without looking at wars and the most terrible atrocities. And you know the sad thing to me? It’s just news. I mean, people are murdered and slaughtered in fields and cities and all these places every day. Every day! We see buildings torn apart and children lying dead. And it’s just news. Just news. Isn’t that strange?” 

Char stared intently at the brown-robed woman, who seemed at that moment to be looking directly into her soul. 

“Do you ever cry?” the old woman asked. “Do you ever cry over those who starve? Those who are cold?” 

Char knew that the only person she had ever cried about was herself. But here was someone who did care about others. Someone who cared very much. Char wasn’t sure what she was listening to or why, but for the first time in her life, the person talking from the television screen wasn’t trying to get her to act like someone else, or trying to get her to buy something, or trying to entertain her. The person talking from the television screen was simply being herself and was talking to Char as she was, her own self, asking her if she had ever cried. An old woman’s raspy voice had pierced through the clouds of deception and illusions like the sound of a bell ringing from a tower. It sounded strangely like the truth. 

The old woman kept talking, quietly yet firmly, smiling into the camera with a sweet, grandmotherly smile. “We don’t seem to comprehend the awesomeness of the sin of murder. We somehow—have gotten so far from God. And so I ask you, in your prayers, to pray for conversion. For a change of life. A change of mind. A change of heart.” 

A change of life? That sounded good. Was it possible? Could lives and hearts truly change? But wait—what prayers? She never said prayers. She didn’t know any. 

“You youth out there listening to me tonight—you have a lot of potential to go out and preach the good news that Jesus is Lord. But before you open your mouth, at least make the effort to live what you preach.”​[2]

Oh. Religion. That’s what this is all about, thought Char glumly. 

At that moment the front door swung open, and Char’s mother, Barbara Fisher, walked in. Thirty-four years old, tall and slender with short blonde hair, she juggled her keys, her briefcase, and a bag of groceries. She kicked off her high heels and yelled for Char. 

“Hello! Got some groceries out in the car!” 

Char bowed her head and without a word dutifully stepped toward the late model Toyota Camry. She didn’t really like helping her mother. It made her feel like a household servant or something. She didn’t even ask me to help. She just assumes that I will. Char paused and looked back at the television. 

Mrs. Fisher hung up her keys on the key holder and padded into the great room, setting down her expensive leather briefcase, still clutching groceries. Following Char’s gaze, she frowned at the image of the nun on the screen. 

“What in the world are you watching? Give me that remote.” Impatiently she strode to the couch, grabbed the remote and hit the power button. 

“Mom!” Char cried in protest. 

Mrs. Fisher eyed Char up and down. “What happened to your hair?”

“I—nothing.” Char stared at the corner of the rug.

“Looks like you stuck your finger in an electrical outlet. Go get the rest of those groceries out of the car. And be careful of the eggs!” she ordered. 

“Why do I always have to bring in the groceries? Just because Kayla’s not here, I have to do all the work!” 

“Because Kayla has a life, that’s why. And for your information, Kayla helps out without having to be asked!” Mrs. Fisher snapped, and then immediately regretted it when she saw the flash of pain leap from her daughter’s eyes. 

But it was too late to take it back. Char ran all the way to the bathroom, tears streaming down her face, turned on the shower, and washed the sticky gel out of her hair. Later, she calmly took out her journal and once again began to write. 

* * *
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I AM SO BUMMED. TODAY Krista said her dad got a new job and they are moving to Denver after Christmas! They have to sell their house and move by January (unless Y2K blows everything up). She was pretty down about having to move again. I feel sorry for her. I think she was really happy here. But her dad couldn’t find a job. 

Now I won’t have anybody to eat lunch with. 

Char gnawed on the end of one fingernail, then chewed the ends of her hair. 

Maybe it won’t happen. Maybe they won’t be able to sell their house right away and they’ll have to stay for a while. 

I’m going to miss her A LOT. It’s so hard to find a friend that won’t talk about you behind your back. 

She paused for a while, rolling over on her back, and stared at the ceiling. Her mind felt strangely blank, but her heart felt like it was breaking. After a few minutes she turned back over and added one more sentence.

Mom loves Kayla more than me. 
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Chapter 3: “Bitter Sweet Symphony”
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I have never been able to understand how it was that the schoolgirl who was so ultra-modern...who read anything she liked, was crazy about dancing, and up in all the ‘pop’ songs of the day, should have been suddenly literally called by her name one day.


– Dominican nun, in religion 20 years 

––––––––
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IT WAS THE WEEKEND. Barbara Fisher was at Studio Style in downtown Great Falls getting her monthly color and cut. Kayla was in her room, listening to the Back Street Boys and laughing on the phone. Char sat at the breakfast bar dangling her legs over the edge of the oak barstool, finishing the breakfast of juice, bagels, and cream cheese Paul Fisher had just prepared. Their firm had just won a big court case that had been dragging on for years, and he’d decided to celebrate. He’d spend the whole weekend at home, doing whatever he felt like. Oddly, he wasn’t quite sure what that was. But he did know one thing—he needed to start spending more time with his family. Breakfast seemed a good place to begin. 

The comforting aroma of toasted bagels and freshly ground coffee filled the spacious kitchen. Paul refilled his coffee mug and sat down across from his eldest daughter. 

“You know what I’ve been thinking about?” 

“What?” Char mumbled, her mouth full of bagel.

“I’ve been thinking about you always being home by yourself after school. Doesn’t that get boring? Wouldn’t you like to join the dance team or something with Kayla?”

“That’s stupid,” Char said, licking cream cheese off her fingers. “A bunch of girls in Styrofoam straw hats and short shorts, waving flags at halftime while everyone stares at you. No thank you.”

“Okay. What about going down to the animal shelter and helping them out once a week? You could walk the dogs and pet the kitties. Stray cats need love, too.” His brown eyes smiled encouragingly. 

“And clean the cages and pick up poop. No way!” Char rolled her eyes, horrified. 

Mr. Fisher raised his eyebrows, then frowned. “What about babysitting? You used to like watching Hunter and Jacob when they were little. Make some extra money?”

“Yeah, I guess. But they’re too old for a babysitter. Hunter’s playing football and Jacob is doing archery or soccer or something.” She brushed the crumbs onto her plate and folded her napkin into a tiny rectangle, which she clutched tightly in her fist. For a few seconds, they sat in silence. Mr. Fisher picked up the Wall Street Journal and took a long sip of coffee from his mug. 

“Daddy?” Char asked, staring at her plate. 

“Yes?” 

“Am I adopted?” 

“What?” His eyes grew large, then narrowed. He stared intently at his eldest daughter. Setting his mug and the newspaper down, he stood up, walked over and gave Char a gentle hug. “What makes you ask that?” 

“I don’t know. I just feel like I don’t fit in sometimes,” she said glumly. 

“I know the feeling.” He was about to say more, but thought the better of it. Instead, he coughed and looked down thoughtfully at the tile floor. Then he thought of something. 

“Say, are ya busy with anything right now?” He was about to call her “Pumpkin,” but decided that would be going too far. 

Char gazed at her father incredulously and shook her head. This is something new! 

“No? Let’s go up to the attic and look around. I’ll bet we can find some neat stuff up there.” 

“Okay!” Char said, hiding her excitement. 

* * *
[image: ]


THEN WE WENT UPSTAIRS to the attic and got out some old photo albums. It was cold up there and smelled funny. We looked at pictures for a long time. He showed me all my old baby pictures, and even one of Mom pregnant! She looked so funny! We even found some old baby clothes! I was really tiny back then! 

Anyway, Daddy said I am definitely not adopted. He showed me a picture of him and Aunt Mary when they were kids, and her teeth looked just like mine (only not anymore since I got my braces off). He said if I was adopted, he and Mom would love me just as much. ☺  

Char closed her journal and stared up at the ceiling, tapping her pink pen on her fingers. 

“Char!” At the sound of her father’s voice, Char jumped off the bed and ran down the hall to the kitchen, where Mrs. Fisher, newly coiffed, was eying the pile of dirty dishes left on the counter. Just then Kayla dashed in, still on the cordless phone, and grabbed half a bagel in a napkin. She slathered it with low-calorie margarine before skipping back out into the hallway and disappearing in a frothy wake of gossipy giggles. Char stared after her disdainfully. How can anyone be so immature? 

“Char? Honey, do you think you could clean up the kitchen? Your sister seems to be otherwise occupied.” 

Paul walked over to the hall and for the millionth time flipped off the light switch Kayla had left on. Char’s mother grabbed a Diet Coke out of the refrigerator, popped it open, and leaned against the counter as she listened to their exchange. 

Char let loose with that little half-cough, half-vocalized sound full of shock and anguish that teenage girls give when they’re dramatically upset about something. 

“Waauhh!? Oh, Daaadd!”

Mr. Fisher was nonplussed. “Yes, Char?”

“I did the dishes last night!”

“Yes, and I’m asking you to do them again this morning. Does that seem like an imposition?”

“But I always have to do the dishes! Why can’t Kayla do them?”

“Kayla isn’t the topic of this conversation, Char. I’m asking you to do them. Will you please?”

“Oh, alright!” Fuming, Char grabbed the stoneware plates, glasses, and silverware and practically threw them into the sink. 

Mrs. Fisher scolded her. “If those get chipped, you’ll be paying for new ones out of your allowance!”

Without a word, Char threw the hot water spigot on full blast, opened the dishwasher, and pulled out both drawers. Her face turned fiery red, but she didn’t cry. Two minutes later, she was done. She sulked back to her room and slammed the door. She picked up the wireless phone to call Krista, but Kayla was still on it. 

“I’m talking!” she heard her sister’s sing-song voice from the receiver. 

“Hurry up, I need to make a call! You’ve been on there over an hour!” 

“No, I haven’t.” Kayla and whoever she was talking to giggled. 

“You’re such a baby!” Char hissed, pushing the red power button. She resisted the furious urge to throw the phone at the wall. 

Instead, she tossed it on the bed. Then, picking up a CD, she carefully removed it from its clamshell and set it in her boom box and pushed PLAY. “Bitter Sweet Symphony” always put her in a better mood. The lyrics were kind of depressing, but real. And the music was cool. It lifted her up. She watched as the silver disc began spinning around faster and faster. As the song played, she whirled around the room, waving her arms and singing along. I can’t change my mold, no, no, no...
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Chapter 4: A Secret in the Attic
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Who has seen the wind?

Neither I nor you:

But when the leaves hang trembling

The wind is passing through.

Who has seen the wind?

Neither you nor I:

But when the trees bow down their heads

The wind is passing by. 

– Christina Rossetti

“Who Has Seen the Wind?”

––––––––
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“I’VE GOT A SURPRISE for you,” Paul Fisher announced dramatically. “How would you like to take a trip to Ohio?”

“Ohio? Really?” Char’s face brightened with interest. “When?”

“I’m going to a conference at Case Western, and I thought, you know, we haven’t had a vacation together since that one summer we went to Yellowstone Park. And that’s been what— three years ago?”

“Yeah. I was eleven, I think.” 

“Well, I think we should all go and have a little vacation. We’ll go see the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and the Great Lakes Science Center. And they even have this huge shopping mall under an old train depot called Tower City. How does that sound?” 

“Great! Is Kayla coming too?” 

“Is Kayla coming too? Of course Kayla’s coming. You didn’t think we’d leave her home alone, did you?” 

“No.” Char felt guilty for asking. 

* * *
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OCTOBER 6, 1999

I don’t want to go to dumb Cleveland. I’m really mad cos now I’m going to miss trick or treating with Krista. But Daddy said me and Kayla are getting too old for that anyway. 

Monday, October 25 

Eric Mattson came up to me in the hall after History! I was so embarrassed, like I didn’t even know what to say! So I stood there, with my mouth open, like //duhr ~  and he handed me this note and said: Would you give this to Mikayla? Yeah, I’m her delivery girl!! (Only I didn’t say that.) I wanted to read it first, but I was afraid to ... So I didn’t. 

Wednesday, Oct. 27, Nineteen Ninety Nine!!! 

Matthew smiled at me today in Science. I didn’t know he liked me, I mean, maybe he doesn’t really. What if he does like me??? He’s so cute! He was just being nice. That’s okay. I don’t want a boyfriend anyway. Boys are stupid! All they care about is sports and cars and .... 

And girls like my sister, Char thought. 

Char shoved her journal back under the mattress. She was sick and tired of everything. She reached into the closet and dug out her sketchpad from underneath her shoes and winter boots. Thumbing through the pages, she had to admit to herself some of the drawings were pretty good. The first one she’d done was the tall old Chicago-Milwaukee-Saint Paul railway station tower in Great Falls. That was a year ago. Since then, she’d sketched the geese and ducks swimming at Gibson Park, and the Ninth Street Bridge spanning the Missouri River. She tried to draw the Charlie Russell statue in front of the Davidson Building, but she wasn’t very good with human figures. Sometimes she drew pictures in her journal instead of writing. Sometimes a picture could say things she didn’t know how to put into words. 

When she was drawing just for fun, Char liked drawing buildings the best. But there weren’t very many interesting buildings in Great Falls. She wished she could go to a big city to draw the skyscrapers there. Then she remembered the trip to Cleveland. Maybe there’s some pretty buildings there, she thought. 

Char imagined smart, sophisticated city girls going to parties and football games, warmly bundled against the damp winter chill in layers of down and fur, laughing and talking with their boyfriends. She pictured brightly lit store windows featuring all the latest designer fashions. Maybe Cleveland wouldn’t be a bad place to visit after all. 

Just then, a noisy flock of Canada geese filled the sky in their classic V-formation, heading south. Winter was on the way. Char leaned in towards the window, pensively watching them fly over. It was only four-thirty, but already it was nearly dusk. Something about the natural world—the change of seasons, storms, the things man could not control—affected her deeply. A feeling of nostalgia washed over her. Outside, the ever-present Montana wind whooshed insistently, inciting a wild swarm of leaves that attacked the window like mad locusts. Char began pacing rapidly back and forth. Impulsively she decided to go back up to the attic.
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Chapter 5: Boys and Babies
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You have not only a glorious history to remember and to recount,

but also a great history still to be accomplished.




– Pope John Paul II, Vita Consecrata




––––––––
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“KAYLA!” 

“Mercedes!” 

The two friends threw their arms around each other in a mock display of affection, giggling uncontrollably. 

“Oh, dahling, did you miss me?” Kayla pretended in her best British accent. Mercedes laughed so hard she doubled up and couldn’t answer. 

“Oh! Stop it!” she gasped for air. “You’re too funny!” 

“Oh, you love it,” Kayla teased, smiling happily at her friend. 

Mercedes fell panting on the carpeted floor of the girls’ gym dressing room. Kayla waited for her to catch her breath. 

“Are you coming over later?” 

“Yeah! If mom lets me.” Mercedes pushed her headband back up and felt to make sure her ponytail was still in place. 

“OK. You can help me pack.” 

“Pack for what?”

“We’re going to Ohio for a week. My dad has to give a speech in Cleveland.”

“Cleveland? Is Char going too?”

“Yeah.” 

Mercedes twirled her hair thoughtfully. “What’s in Cleveland?”

“I don’t know. The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Some other dumb stuff, I guess.” Kayla stuffed her jacket and her book bag into a locker and changed into shorts and a t-shirt. It was almost time for cheerleading practice. 

“Buy me something cool!” Mercedes retied the shoelaces on her Nikes. 

“Okay.” Kayla smiled. 

Mercedes locked the locker containing her books, purse, and school clothes and turned
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