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Preface

				My now and then, now:

				Hellooooooooo in there!

				Margaret,

				Margot,

				Maggie!

				Front and center, as your father used to yell

				On a good day.

				Margaret Katharyn Agnes Bernadette,

				You didn’t come out for a

				Long,

				Long

				Time.

				(That may have been a good thing, considering how you hid in the back row at your high school

				Graduation, as your name was called over and over,

				Hunched over

				Because you couldn’t remember if you were supposed to stand or not.

				You hunched over a lot in those days, even before your

				Sister Catherine Paul, you

				Learned

				To disappear…

				Disappear…

				Completely.

				Your high school chum, Ann, understood (,) Margot.

				The two of you made such a marvelous

				splash!

				Splash!

				SPLASH!!

				At your high school reunion 40 years later,

				In her rented red sports car

				Your sister’s crowns of flowers on your heads,

				Wands in hand. You were beginning to stand straight.

				The altitude agreed with you.

				Ten years later, when Ann was gone, your Maggie made a tentative and brave public

				Appearance when you piped Happy Birthday for the 70-year-old class president

				When the old, wrinkled BMOC’s argued about who took you to the senior prom all those years before.

				(It never happened, trust me.)

				Margot, you did yourself proud,

				 “White Coat Hypertension” and all.

				You were busy.

				Work,

				Mother-care,

				Children;

				You don’t remember when you learned

				To stand up straight.

				It was unreliable,

				Appearing in

				Fits

				And

				Starts.

				You did what you told your students:

				Fake it...

				Till you make it.

				Sure enough, you grew through the years,

				Loving your work.

				The nurses noticed that the painfully premature babies calmed when you put your hand on their isolettes as you chatted with their caregivers.

				You remembered that now-Bishop Bubba taught you to deal with anger.

				He recalls that you were kind, thank God.

				You learned to make genuine apologies for offending someone,

				No longer

				Sorry

				Simply

				For

				Existing.

				Maggie, you extrovert look alike!

				Years ago, when you were still

				Sister Catherine Paul,

				You struck up a letter conversation with Charles Schultz.

				You asked him for an original drawing, Snoopy with his feet flapping in the air with sheer joy.

				You had made final vows, and your joy irritated the other sisters. Snoopy told his critical pals,

				“I have an obligation to my feet.”

				Dancing Snoopy was

				A fitting memory of your joy

				Now these

				Old-old

				Years.

				May you,

				My precious Maggie,

				Smooth

				Soothe

				These

				Final

				Years.

				Amen.



	


	


				

Introduction

				In his book, Cellophane Bricks: A Life in Visual Culture, Jonathan Lethem plays with “the idiographic symbol we call ‘letters’ (as if to remind ourselves that the moment we conceive them, they are in some degree already ‘sent,’ already in the mail).” 

				I love that image. In that sense, these essays are love letters to the people I write about, and then to any reader who enjoys them. Earlier in my life, my daytime writing consisted of reports, professional articles, and books related to my work as a chaplain and pastoral educator. At night, I journaled to process the day’s events and my feelings about them. When my children came into my life, I journaled about them. My daughter especially wanted to know that I wrote about her each night. She saw my notebooks as a record of the stories she told me about her early life in Cambodia. Perhaps she viewed those pages as a place to store the tragedies of her past so that she could leave them there with me and move on with the rest of her life. For my son, those journals were stories about the joy he brought to our busy family.

				Two years ago, I moved from my home on the independent living side of Pilgrim Place, my retirement community, to the assisted living section. While most of my activities continued as usual, my writing changed. I had a bit more time to reflect on past people and places I loved, and to think about what I wanted to do with the remaining years of my old – old life. Of course, that assumes I have a great deal of control over this, but never mind that small detail.

				E. B. White once famously observed about New Yorkers: “Commuters give the city its tidal restlessness; natives give it solidity and continuity; but the settlers give it passion.” My neighbor and hero, Honey Girl, a native New Yorker and subject of some of these stories, ruled Manhattan’s E. 83rd St. with dedication and the unshakable conviction that she knew what we needed. She was usually right. My students at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer Center were commuters, intensely focused on learning about themselves and the art of spiritual care. But if we were successful, they moved on to careers and ministry. I was a settler in the city, determined to put down roots in the neighborhood that allowed me to explore every cranny, applaud every subway station busker, attend every Broadway performance I could afford. I adored the city, until the pervasive sadness around September 11, 2001, became suffocating and intolerable. I loved the city, but have never been back.

				But I have been a settler everywhere I have lived in my 85 years. I survived my hometown and 11 years in the convent, and with time, managed to claim what I was taught in each setting. I discovered hidden riches everywhere I lived. I was blessed with provident, professionally outstanding bosses and kind and generous students. They appear in these chapters, too.

				For the past six years or so, my closest traveling companions have been the weekly Sympara-sponsored writing group. Daniel Pryfogle, CEO, initially explained the mission of the project as facilitating elders’ creativity for the common good. Susan Schwamkrug, Barbara Painter, Dorothy Krasiker, Julie Meyer, Cort Gross, and Sue Ronnenkamp: we have been good traveling companions with Daniel as our skilled participant–facilitator through the years. I am in awe of their skill and generosity, and I feel blessed in our friendship.

				In a remarkable coincidence, Dennis Callaci & Mark Givens, publishers of Bamboo Dart Press, also share the goal of supporting the common good. I have been inspired by their idealism and expertise in discovering and publishing works by both new and established authors. Together, they have built a thriving community of writers.

				Around the corner from my apartment in New York, the lintel above the showroom door of a high-end art framer is inscribed with this thought: “A beautiful frame is the gift a painter gives to his work.” This book is the gift Mark and Dennis have given to my writing.



	


	

				

In This Place

				In this place…

				As I dressed this morning, I heard the distant Los Angeles commuter train whistle as though it were right beneath my window, and as usual, I was immediately transported to a Springfield convent. Once again, it was 1960, and that summer, we were assigned to spend two weeks at convents across the Midwest to help them with various tasks – painting, deep cleaning, and preparing teaching materials. I was assigned to teach Vacation Bible School and lived at the convent where my sponsor sister was the superior. I was always something of a fog-headed, irritating dreamer, but I wanted more than anything in the world to please her. As a result, I was always completely exhausted with tension. My bedroom on the second floor was inches away from the train tracks below. Every morning, I was awakened by the 6 o’clock freight train whistle, having slept straight through the 4:55 rising bell. That meant that I flew into my habit, crept down the ancient, creaking stairway to the tiny living room chapel, bowed in disgrace to the superior, and crept to my place, miserable with shame. I was completely lacking the kind of self-knowledge and assertiveness that would have allowed me to engage with her directly around my desperation to please her and my assumption that I had failed utterly and miserably. She died of breast cancer several years later, but as an outlier herself, I think she might have understood me.

				In this place…

				Maggie Hover, how on earth did you get here, step-in-step with several thousand pipers, Saint Patrick’s Cathedral on one side, Rockefeller Center on the other, intoxicated with the music of your forebears. How did this happen, indeed?

				I can still hear that voice in my ears. I was perhaps 40, my daughter was in college, and my son was on the verge of his first hospitalization when I was seized by a compulsion to learn to play an instrument, if only for self-care. Soon after, on my way to spend a weekend with a friend, I suddenly knew what it was. I was meant to play the bagpipes! I had no idea what they were. I had never heard bagpipes. My friend’s immediate reaction was that I was crazy. Nevertheless, my faith was unshaken. For starters, she wondered where I would even find a set. We were shopping in an antique mall at the time, and I turned to find a set amid the flotsam in a dusty store window. On my way home that day, I stopped for groceries. I tossed the weekly flyer at the bottom of my cart. It flipped open to a full-page advertisement for free pipe lessons. By evening, I had a teacher and a practice chanter. Soon, a New York friend—pipemaker and silversmith for Tiffany’s—made a set of resonant cocobolo wood with bronze fittings and tiny silver thistles, sized especially for me. At the end of the year, my teacher gave me a flier for
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