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Chapter 1: Ta-da

Throughout this book, I’ll be telling many stories. Some involve me directly, some don’t, but all of them come from one place: my family. No story about me would be complete without including the wild, creative, deeply chaotic environment we grew up in.

I came from a family of nine kids. Yep, you read that right, nine. I was number three, smack in the middle of the chaos. That’s the kind of environment therapy claims it can fix, yet it still hasn’t scratched the surface. It teaches you things like speaking up even when no one’s listening, fighting for the last piece of toast, and sleeping through absolute chaos, but more than that, growing up in a full house meant you were never alone. Sometimes, that felt like a warm hug. Other times, it felt like being trapped in a tornado; either way, it shaped how I saw the world. I learned early that love didn’t have to be quiet or polished; it could be loud, messy, and shared between bunk beds and toothbrushes.

[image: ]

This is me.

We all had our mom and dad, but the biggest part of our parenting came from each other. In a big family, you don’t just grow up; you are raised by your siblings, too. We taught each other how to clean, how to drive, how to team up, how to survive. We learned to negotiate, compete, cooperate, and, when needed, play hardball. Even saving your seat in front of the TV became a timed, tactical event, especially if the channel knob was missing and you had to use pliers. That’s just how it worked.

My parents were at the center of it all, holding it together or pretending to. My mom took her role as a homemaker and mother as a calling. She was the emotional center of our house, the one who showed up, held things together, and made sure none of us completely spun off the rails. She nursed us through every fever, stomach bug, scraped knee, and ER visit. She was always the one sitting by our beds when we were sick, driving us to the doctor, waiting in the pharmacy line. She got up at 6:00 a.m. to take us to swim practice, showed up at our school events, and made sure someone was at every parent-teacher conference, even when life was pulling her in nine directions. She kept track of curfews like a hawk and somehow always knew if someone was pretending to be sick. You couldn’t fake your way past her. She wasn’t overly affectionate or sugarcoated in warmth, but she was a tough-love kind of mom who didn’t coddle but showed you what it looked like to show up every day.

On the other hand, my dad was more structured, disciplined, spiritual, and organized, down to the dinnertime prayers. My dad’s role was the breadwinner. He worked long hours, especially after he started his own business. He was deeply achievement-oriented and set high standards for all of us. Education wasn’t optional; it was expected. He believed intelligence should be measured, tracked, and managed, and he had the test results to prove it. I’ve been IQ-tested three times. I’ve taken the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory, the Myers-Briggs, and the Strong Interest Inventory, you name it. Our family psychologist, Dr. Tranel, would test and interview us, then hand over a full write-up with detailed interpretations. I didn’t realize at the time how unusual that was. I thought every kid went through that.

My dad really valued that data, maybe even too much. I sometimes got the impression that tests informed him more about me than any real talk ever could. It wasn’t that he didn’t care; he just seemed to understand things through information, not emotion. Take, for instance, my high school neck injury. For the next 45 years, whenever it came up, he’d ask what was wrong with my neck as if he’d never heard about it before. He loved us, but he kept a certain distance. Still, he made sure we had what we needed. He valued learning, filled our house with books and magazines, and set up trust funds to help pay for our college education. He might not have always known how to relate to us individually, but he clarified that our futures mattered to him.

My parents met in Portsmouth. They didn’t like each other much at first, then something shifted, and boom, they eloped. It’s not your classic fairytale, but they got their church ceremony afterward because, in those days, if it didn’t happen in a Catholic church, it basically didn’t happen. My mom converted from Protestant to Catholic when she married him, not because the theology inspired her, but more like the Catholic church said, “convert or forget it.” She wasn’t about to forget it, not for a second. She flipped that switch like a woman on a mission—probably convinced the whole world depended on her remembering every detail perfectly, as if forgetting would cause a cosmic disaster only she could prevent.

Life in a 1950s Catholic family came with a constant fear of sin, where even the smallest outburst toward a sibling felt like it might bring down a thunderbolt. There was this constant worry that if you died without confessing, you’d end up in hell. You’d sit there for God knows how long, paying off all your spiritual debts. I’d go into that confessional booth with trembling knees and confess things like yelling at my brothers or reading under the covers, things that now seem pretty minor. But back then, they felt like mortal crimes.

The rituals were oddly comforting despite the religious pressure, or maybe because of it. We’d go to Mass every morning before school, sit in straight lines, fold our hands on our desks, and stand to speak only when spoken to. Honestly, I loved it. School was peaceful and predictable, unlike home. I knew the rules at school; I knew where I stood. And there’s something deeply calming about that when you come from a place where someone might eat your science project because they thought it was a snack.

That’s where I first fell in love with structure and books. Books were predictable and made sense. They didn’t talk over you or take your pillow. I read everything I could get my hands on. I even hid a flashlight under the covers to keep reading after lights out. That top-floor room with five beds might have been a circus to most people, but to me, it was my little world. I was always under those covers, in my own space, escaping into someone else’s story. It was probably the only thing I truly had to myself.


My mother never tried to limit my reading, and I consider myself lucky for that. She might not have understood what pulled me into those countless pages, but she chose not to interfere. Her quiet acceptance gave me the freedom to explore worlds beyond her comprehension. She didn’t tell me to go to sleep or suggest that I play with the others instead, and that freedom may look small, but it was everything.


In a big family, feeling like a face in the crowd was easy. You become part of the group and merely a name on a chore list. So, to have something that was mine, something no one could interrupt, claim, or break, was sacred. Honestly, it’s how I survived it all. The noise, the chaos, and the unpredictability taught me how to hear myself think, even when the world around me wouldn’t quiet down.

We lived in a neighborhood that could’ve doubled as a summer camp without the adults supervising everything. It was one of those places where every family had too many kids, and no one locked their doors. The kind of block where mothers stood on porches yelling names that echoed down the street like a chorus, and if your friend’s mom told you to come inside, you did, no questions asked. My memories of Ohio are drenched in greenery. The trees were so full, and the air was so heavy. It was a dream—a sweaty, noisy, glorious dream.

Each evening, as the sun sank and the streetlight buzzed awake, all the kids clustered beneath its glow like moths. The games began promptly: Kick the Can, Freeze Tag, and Hide and Seek. I was awful at ‘Hide and Seek’ because the dark scared me, and I wasn’t shy about it. My hiding spot was usually just a few feet from home base, relying on luck to stay hidden. It wasn’t about winning for me, but surviving until the moms started shouting. And when they did, it happened all at once. You’d hear screen doors flying open, smacking against frames as names were called into the night. That sound, that slap-slap-slap of doors and voices, it’s still lodged somewhere deep in me.

During the day, I had my own secret world. My mom grew petunias along the house, delicate little things that I constantly pluck to make dresses for fairies. I was convinced that if I made the petals into gowns, the fairies would come dance in our yard. Of course, I never actually saw them, but I knew they were there. I mean, they had outfits. What more proof did you need?

That magic carried into every corner of our block. Our house sat on a brick street, real bricks, the kind that made every bike ride sound like a mini earthquake. I used to dig between them for treasures: bottle caps, smooth stones, occasionally something shiny I’d pretend was gold. There was a climbable tree in our front yard, and we treated it like Disneyland. We didn’t have fences back then. You could run the whole block without getting stopped.

Inside the house, things were… cozy. And by cozy, I mean wildly overcrowded. The upstairs had one big open room with five beds crammed together like a very disorganized army barracks. That’s where five of us slept. If you’ve never tried to fall asleep while someone’s whispering, someone else is crying, and a third person is whisper-crying, then you haven’t lived. But somehow, I found my peace. I’d slip my flashlight under the covers and read for hours, quietly, sneakily, determined not to get caught, not by my mom, and definitely not by my siblings, who’d tattle if they got annoyed.

My appetite for reading knew no limits. Comic books, Nancy Drew, cereal boxes—words on any surface pulled me in and kept me captivated. Reading gave me something that no sibling could steal, break, or borrow. When you grow up fighting for personal space, finding something that’s genuinely yours feels like winning the lottery. That’s where I learned how to listen to my own thoughts because God knows you can’t hear yourself think during the day. And maybe that’s the first step in growing up: finding something small that’s yours and holding on tight, even if it’s just a flashlight and a book.

Of course, with nine kids in the house, things didn’t stay quiet for long. There was always some kind of mischief brewing. Robin usually played a central role in whatever was happening. She was the leader, the ringleader, the idea machine—a force of nature I admired deeply and wanted more than anything to be like. Her energy and creativity shaped everything around us, making her impossible to ignore. If she said we were doing something, it happened. No backing out was allowed unless you wanted trouble. One of her finest ideas was running away from home, because that’s exactly how responsible people solve problems. Why? Who knows. Maybe we were mad that we had to eat leftovers again, or maybe she just wanted an adventure. Whatever the reason, Robin, Randy, and I were in.

We made hobo packs tied to sticks, just like we’d seen in cartoons. We even tossed them out the window for dramatic effect. Then, we tied sheets together to make a rope and lowered it from the second-story window of our crowded upstairs room. Robin went first, of course, and made it down just fine. Randy followed, probably pretending he was in some spy movie. Then it was my turn. I got to the edge, looked down, and froze. Just… completely froze. No amount of Robin whisper-yelling from below could make my legs move. I stood there crying, a little mess in pajamas with a heart full of regret.

Eventually, they both stomped back in through the front door, furious. The plan was ruined, the sheet rope went to waste, and I was now officially the weak link. That was the first, but definitely not the last time Robin dragged me into something I wasn’t brave enough to finish. But she never stayed mad for long. Robin always came back for me. That’s who she was: bossy, bold, and utterly devoted. If there was trouble, Robin would fix it. If I were drowning, literally or otherwise, Robin would swim down and pull me up.

Believe me, she did.

For example, I just had to follow her when she started synchronized swimming. Even though she didn’t want me tagging along, I was flipping through routines and nearly blacking out underwater while trying to keep up. More than once, I ran out of air and started to panic, and every time, Robin swam down, grabbed me by the arm, and hauled me to the surface. That became a theme in our lives, me getting in over my head and Robin pulling me back up.

She’s the longest relationship I’ve ever had. No matter how many people came and went, Robin was always there. She possessed a motherly strength our mom sometimes lacked—fierce, caring, and honest. We fought like siblings do, especially when sharing a room. Yet, she understood me in a way no one else did. In a family of that size, being truly seen was worth more than gold.

On the other hand, Randy was… well, let’s just say he didn’t swim down to rescue me. If anything, he’d hold your head under longer for fun. For some reason, he singled me out as his favorite target. He’d slam me into the wall in high school when we passed in the hallway. He was mean to everyone. As for the worst part? He was the golden boy. My parents adored him, saw none of it, or conveniently ignored it. I don’t know. I know that if you survived Randy’s teenage years with your spirit intact, you earned a medal.

Then there was Amy. She and I were often mistaken for twins when we were little. We had the same blue eyes and short blonde pixie cuts because long hair meant too much work for Mom, and we were about the same height because I was short and she was tall. We did things together when we were small, but as we grew up, something shifted. Maybe it was personality differences, or it was just bad timing. But we started butting heads more than bonding. Our relationship turned into more of a quiet competition than a friendship. I’m not even sure what we were competing for, but it was definitely on.

The three youngest, David, Joe, and John, were a unit.

A pack of mischief-makers who operated as one. They’d take off in the morning with sandwiches and go on their bikes all day. Sheridan was the kind of town where that was still allowed. They roamed like little explorers, fearless and filthy by dinnertime. Sometimes dangerously curious. Like the time they made gunpowder. Actual gunpowder. They found a recipe involving saltpeter, got some from the local drugstore, and started blowing things up in a field like it was no big deal. When they tried to buy more saltpeter, the pharmacist got suspicious. They rode across town to another pharmacy, thinking they were clever, only to be greeted with a “Nice try, boys. John already called.” Classic small-town life: where the pharmacists communicate faster than the police.

Then came Mary, the so-called “spoiled brat.” I say that lovingly… sort of. With seven older siblings, she got a different version of our parents, one that was more tired, more indulgent, and maybe just too worn out to enforce the usual rules. Mary had this hair so blonde it looked white in the summer sun, and her blue eyes were practically glowing. We didn’t get close until adulthood, college, actually, but when we did, it stuck. We even traveled to South Africa together later in life and bonded in ways we never had as kids. Distance, I guess, made room for connection.

Finally, there was Boo.


His real name was James, but I dubbed him Boo Radley after the pale, sickly character from To Kill a Mockingbird. As a baby, he had big circles under his eyes, and the nickname just… fit. Boo grew up like everyone’s little brother. No matter which sibling you were, at some point, Boo was tagging along with you, and all your friends knew him. You’d be walking down the street and hear kids yell, “Hey, Boo!” and none of us had any idea who they were. He was that kid—the legend.


Life at home was always full of motion, people, and noise. But for me, school was where I caught my breath. I went to a Catholic school run by Franciscan nuns. These weren’t the sweet, storytelling nuns you see in feel-good movies. No, these women meant business. But they were good teachers, disciplined and transparent, and I thrived. I didn’t have to try very hard; school came naturally to me, but I still loved it. Something was calming about the predictability. At home, one day, the rule was don’t touch the lamp, and the next day, it was, “Why aren’t you dusting the lamp?” The rules didn’t seem to change with the weather or my mother’s mood at school.

Miss Wilson was another story altogether.

She wasn’t a nun. No, she was a lay teacher, which was practically unheard of back then. She felt like a warm hug wrapped in chalk dust. Every day, when we walked into class, she hugged each of us. Not some awkward side-hug either, real hugs. You could smell her powder, her perfume, and something about that just stayed with me. There was safety in her arms and calm in her voice. She made me feel like I mattered, like I was seen, not just one of nine, not just another Catholic kid in a uniform.

Books were something the woman truly cherished.

Oh, she fed my obsession like it was her life’s mission. I was already hiding under blankets at night, reading by flashlight. But Miss Wilson gave my reading habit wings. She introduced me to Nancy Drew, and soon, I was off solving mysteries with Nancy, Bess, and George as if I were the fourth member of their crime-fighting crew. My two best friends at the time, Nancy and Patty, yes, one of them shared a name with our favorite detective, and they were just as hooked. We’d swap books like trading cards, race to finish each new one, and meet to discuss who we thought the culprit was. It wasn’t just reading; it was community.


Having a person who fans the flames of your passion instead of snuffing them out can transform a kid in ways nothing else can. That changed me. It made me believe I had something special. Even in the middle of chaos, I could grow something of my own.



School wasn’t all holy cards and good grades, though. There was still the business of Catholic guilt. We learned from the Baltimore Catechism: Why did God make you? To love and serve Him. Period. No questions, no debate. We went to confession regularly, even if the worst thing we’d done was yell at a sibling or steal a cookie. You’d sit in the foyer waiting for your turn, heart pounding like you’d robbed a bank. And let’s be real, I had no mortal sins. Just little ones that probably made the priest yawn behind the screen. But still, I was terrified. What if I forgot one? What if I died with it on my soul? That was the kind of fear they planted early and deep.


But weirdly, it gave me a moral compass. I may have rolled my eyes at the rituals later in life, but back then, they were my structure, my security blanket, my way of believing that if I just followed the rules, everything would be okay. Looking back, this might explain why I clung so hard to approval and perfection, why I tried to be the good girl even when the house around me was anything but calm.

I mean, I had my sass; I’ve always had a mouth on me, but I wanted to please. I wanted to make people proud. And in a family as big and loud as mine, that meant standing out in the right way. Getting an “A” or earning a holy card with a saint’s face on it, those things mattered.


Maybe that’s why I kept reading, showing up, doing well, and smiling in class. It wasn’t just about being smart; it was about being seen. That, more than anything, was what I craved.


My mother may not have been the most consistent rule enforcer, but she was all in when it came to nurturing our interests. She believed that if one of her kids showed even a hint of talent in anything, we would pursue it. No questions asked. If there was a lesson available, we took it. I did ballet, tap, Spanish, swimming, and even art classes one summer. Not because I was some overachieving genius, but because my mom was determined that we’d all be something. Or at least try everything until we figure it out.

She used to say we were “takers”; we took every opportunity, every class, every flyer pinned to the bulletin board at church. We weren’t the kind of kids who had idle hands. She wouldn’t allow it. Maybe it was her way of creating order in the chaos. Or maybe, in her own complicated way, it was her version of love. She may not have always known how to say it, but she showed it in action. She showed it by sitting at the table with us during homework time, ready to jump in if someone got stuck. She showed it by signing us up for activities that stretched us, even when the budget was tight or the house was already bursting at the seams.

The seams of our family study night were bursting at the edges. Five kids tackled math problems while one practiced spins in the corner, and another happily ate paste from a glue bottle. The chaos made the night loud and crowded, yet it held a strange kind of charm.

In the evenings, especially in the summer, we’d all pile onto the front stoop in our pajamas, freshly scrubbed and damp from our baths, waiting for our dad to come home. As soon as we spotted him, we’d all yell, “Dad! Dad!” like he was returning from war and not from delivering milk or wrangling invoices. He’d smile, scoop us up, hug each of us, then go inside for dinner like it was the most normal thing in the world. And for us, it was.

That was the rhythm of our home in Ohio. Noisy, loving, unpredictable. One moment, we’d be dancing to rock and roll on the radio, and the next, someone would scream because their sock drawer was raided. But underneath it all was this weird, grounding sense of safety. Even when my mother had her moments, like the time she got so overwhelmed, she moved into a tent in the backyard for a bit, and no, we weren’t allowed to talk to her while she was in the tent.

It wasn’t perfect. But it was home.

At night, when the noise finally died down and the house exhaled, I loved this rare kind of quiet. Sure, it was never completely silent; you might hear someone whispering across the room or someone else shifting in their creaky twin bed, but it was our version of peace. Weekends brought a different kind of calm, accompanied by a familiar soundtrack. Adult voices drifted softly up the stairs, mingling with the clink of ice in glasses and the flick of playing cards. The air always carried the unmistakable scent of cigarette smoke. My parents loved hosting card parties, mostly bridge, which were competitive and loud affairs that filled the house with energy.

I’d lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, listening to grown-up laughter bubbling up through the floorboards. It made me feel oddly safe. No matter the day, my parents were downstairs, laughing with friends, and everything was okay. I didn’t have the vocabulary for it then, but now I’d call it security. Back then, it just felt like everything was in its place.


Even as I drifted off with the comfort of their voices in the background, I knew that home could flip like a switch. One minute, we were watching The Lawrence Welk Show together, and the next, someone spilled Kool-Aid, and the world was ending. That’s the thing about growing up in a big family: you get really good at reading a room. You develop emotional radar. You learn when to speak up, when to blend in, and when to bolt. It’s survival, but it makes you perceptive, empathetic, and scrappy. All the things that got me through life later on probably started right there, on that patch of carpet next to my bed with the torn blanket.


Now, I realize how those early years in Ohio shaped me, not just the chaos but the comfort. We were wild and messy and loud, but we were also rooted. I didn’t know it then, but that kind of foundation sticks with you. It wraps around your bones and settles into your spine. It tells you who you are long before the world gets a chance to. But those green, humid, noisy Ohio years were the beginning of everything.

Things were about to shift in a way that would affect everything.


Chapter 2: I Go to Wyoming

We moved to Wyoming because my dad bought a creamery. That’s the short version. The long version includes business trips, secret decisions, and a whole lot of grumbling from my mother. My dad had been working with his brother Bill at the family creamery back in Ohio, but that relationship, like most sibling business ventures, had some tension baked into it. Bill was older, less business-savvy, and more… let’s say, laid back. My dad was the opposite: disciplined, driven, and always searching for more. More opportunity, more growth, more control. That was a big thing for him: control. If life had a manual, he wanted to write, laminate, and enforce it.

He started looking for his own creamery, something he could run without Bill or the family drama. That’s when Dr. Phal, a mentor of sorts, came into the picture with a brain sharp enough to slice paper. Like a two-man team on a mission, he helped Dad assess many dairy operations around the nation. It eventually reduced to two choices: one adjacent to Candlestick Park in San Francisco and the other in Sheridan, Wyoming. California had glamour, sure. Ocean breeze, big city opportunities, baseball stadiums. But apparently, Wyoming had something better: growth potential. Which I later learned is code for “brown grass, windburn, and the kind of space that makes you feel like a dot on a map.”

So, he picked Wyoming, just like that. We packed up our lives and decided without asking anyone, not my mom, us kids, or even the dog. He also bought the house without letting my mother see it first. Can you imagine? She was furious. And she had every right to be. Moving across the country is one thing, but buying a house sight unseen? That’s next-level bold. My mother didn’t speak to him for a stretch after that; honestly, I don’t blame her.

We left Ohio in three cars. One was driven by my dad, and the other two were driven by some random college kids he hired for the job. When I say we were a traveling circus, I mean it. Station wagons stuffed with kids, pillows, and whatever didn’t make it onto the moving truck. We must’ve looked like a mobile daycare center. My dad always had a thing for station wagons. That’s what I learned to drive in. You haven’t really learned to drive until you’ve parallel-parked a station wagon, especially with a bench seat and no power steering. It was practically an Olympic sport.

Everything grew flatter and browner the more closely we approached Wyoming. Trees disappeared, the air felt different, and the sky kept stretching. There were no edges, no familiar hills. It was simply a wide-open place devoid of tranquility, simply empty. Ohio had been lush and gentle, with houses where mothers yelled from porches and trees you could hide beneath. Wyoming was as though someone had taken all the color from the planet. I recall looking out the window and wondering, This has to be a mistake. He acquired a dairy on a cow field that had dried out.

Then, the altitude hit us. Nobody warned us that breathing in Wyoming would feel like an intense workout for the entire body. The air was nearly as thin as if someone had stolen half the oxygen before we arrived. Even walking up the hill outside our house, I had to stop and gasp as though I had just done a marathon. It’s quite humbling to be trying to catch your breath when you’re eleven and think you’re unbeatable. Standing at the bottom of a slope, with your legs shaking and lungs burning, makes you realize you are most definitely not in Ohio anymore.

I was homesick from day one, not the kind of homesick you shake off after a week. This was the deep-in-your-stomach kind that makes you want to sneak off and never come back. One day, I stole some money from my mom’s purse. I actually called the bus station and asked how far the next bus would take me. I planned to go back to Ohio on my own. That was the plan. Except… I got scared. The kind of fear that lives in your bones when you realize you’ve never even gone to the store alone. So, I put the money, didn’t tell anyone, and just carried that failure around quietly. That was the second time I’d tried to run away from home. I didn’t get far the first time, either.

My mom didn’t handle the move any better than I did. In fact, if I were homesick, she was soul-sick. Back in Ohio, she had a strong tribe—her girlfriends, coffee mornings, and pool days at the Terrace Club—that she deeply missed. That was her world, and she’d earned it. Every summer, we’d go to that massive pool with two floating islands in the middle. She’d stretch out like a queen while we cannonballed off the sides, and her social life was just as full as her motherhood duties. That life vanished the moment we crossed into Wyoming.

She was also very much an adult lady who had just lost her support system, unlike the rest of us, who were still being whirled about like popcorn in the turmoil of growing up. In Sheridan, there were no close girlfriends. No shared cups of coffee while kids shrieked in the background. No pool worth bragging about. Just dust, distance, and loneliness. And then, because life apparently wasn’t hard enough, she found out she was pregnant again.

James, whom we later called Boo, was the surprise. And let me tell you, it was not one of those “blessings in disguise” moments. It was more like, “Oh God, I thought I was done.” You could see it in her face. She had thought Mary was the last one. She had packed up that chapter, sealed the box, and put it in storage. And then, surprise, there was another baby on the way. She didn’t hide the disappointment, either. It wasn’t cruelty, just exhaustion. Emotional and physical exhaustion from raising nine kids in a town she didn’t pick, in a house she never saw before signing, with a vista that stretched for miles but offered nothing familiar.

Things got terrible for her. She wasn’t the type to sit down and cry in front of everyone, but you could feel the cracks forming. The final straw, at least from my perspective, was when she moved into a tent in the backyard. That’s not a joke. She literally pitched a tent in the yard and moved in. The rule was that no one could bother her. No one. Not for food, not for questions, not for anything. If she was in the tent, she was off limits. It was her escape hatch. Her boundary line. Honestly, I think she was having a full-blown breakdown, but back then, we didn’t have language for that. We just said, “Mom’s in the tent,” and left her alone.

You have to understand that this was the kind of woman who could carry a screaming baby on her hip, stir soup, yell at someone to do their homework, and still get all of us to bed by nine. So, when someone like that checks out, it’s not subtle. It was like a lighthouse going dark.

As if home life wasn’t enough, I also had my own private catastrophe to contend with: Holy Name Catholic School. The name itself promised something pleasant, like a genuinely warm and welcoming environment for Catholic children. However, it delivered the exact opposite. It was, to put it mildly, a boot camp accessorized with a crucifix.

My sixth-grade teacher was Sister Aloysius, but we didn’t call her that. Among the students, she was “Aloysius the Vicious.” And let me tell you, she earned that title. She didn’t just teach the fear of God; she weaponized it. If you acted up, she had this punishment where you’d have to put your arms behind your back and lift them high up onto the seat of the chair. It was painful, especially if you were stuck like that for fifteen minutes, which, in kid time, feels like a week and a half. She also loved her ruler. That thing hit desks, knuckles, whatever was within range. I used to flinch every time she reached for it.

And I know what you’re thinking: maybe she was just a strict old-school nun. But even among the other teachers, she stood out. Later, I learned our class had a bit of a reputation. We’d already gone through multiple teachers, some of whom quit altogether. I don’t know exactly what we were doing, but our collective energy was apparently like a wrecking ball for authority figures.

Aside from the psychological warfare in the classroom, the fashion culture shock hit hard, too. I had worn gathered skirts and saddle shoes in Ohio without a second thought. That was just how Catholic schoolgirls dressed. But in Wyoming, the girls had leveled up. They wore box-pleated skirts and penny loafers, much more modern, more polished. I looked like I had stepped out of a black-and-white yearbook photo. By lunchtime on day one, I was already rolling the waistband of my skirt to shorten the hem. That was the trick: roll it just enough so the nuns couldn’t tell, but your classmates could.
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