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FOREWORD


There is a mysterious connection between grown-up Catholic school kids, fortified by the crazy stories we tell each other whenever we get together. And no one has better tales to tell than the Fryer family.


During one of her home cleanup purges, my mother gave me a box full of stuff from my time at St. Catherine’s grade school: all my report cards, class pictures, First Holy Communion paraphernalia, and a graduation program dated 1965. Those shabby relics, along with fond and funny memories, inspired me to write Serious Little Catholics.


If you are not a Catholic, may you gain some insight into the people in your life who are. But if you’ve been exposed to the worldview of sisters and school uniforms and Stations of the Cross, I hope these stories will call to mind some of your own.





[image: Images] DEVIL IN THE RHUBARB [image: Images]



KINDERGARTEN, 1956


Sister Felicia, my first catechism teacher, was so serious. “Then, a great big snake slithered down the trunk of the tree of knowledge and spoke to Eve. ‘Take a bite of my nice juicy red apple,’ he tempted her.” Sister stopped to make sure we were listening.


“Now, Eve knew that God told Adam that they could eat anything in the garden they wanted except the apples from his special tree, but the snake was so charming and told such clever lies that she took a bite anyway. You see, that snake was really the Devil.”


I was already in kindergarten, and along with learning to write my name, count to one hundred, and color inside the lines, I was learning to be a Catholic. It was a complicated process with prayers to memorize, rules to follow, and now this. The Devil.


My kindergarten was in a public school, which I found out later was an inferior kind of education from a Catholic point of view, so I was getting my catechism from Sister Felicia, a scrawny old nun at St. Mary’s. I’d been going to class an hour before Mass every Sunday for almost two years now. Finally, we were getting to the seriously scary stuff.


“The Devil lives down in hell,” Sister said, pointing to the floor. “Underground in the fiery center of the earth. But he comes up out of that dark place sometimes to tempt us, just like he did to Eve. You must be very watchful and think about what you are doing. Always ask yourself, Would God like it if I did this? If the answer is no, that idea is coming from the Devil.”


I had a lot to think about as I sat through Mass that Sunday, and for once the boring Latin droning didn’t make it hard to keep my eyes open. The Devil was apt to be around every corner, in disguise, trying to get me to do naughty things, and because I was a girl I was especially in danger. After all, if Eve, a grown-up woman, had been fooled, I must be very careful.


Monday afternoon I was walking home from school with my best friend, Dana, when I noticed trouble at the corner. A huge hole, surrounded by sawhorses, opened up where the sewer drain had been the day before. We tiptoed up to the gaping cavity. It was deep and dark and impossible to see the bottom, but a rusty metal ladder with rounded rungs and splatters of orange paint leaned against one side of the cracked concrete.


“Get back!” I screamed at Dana, grabbing the sleeve of her sweater and pulling her safely behind me. “I think it goes all the way down to hell. The Devil might be trying to climb out and tempt us.”


“What are you talking about?” Dana did not go to Sunday school at St. Mary’s. Good thing I was there to save her.


“Sister Felicia told us all about Adam and Eve and the Snake Devil and how hell is in the center of the earth, and how we have to be careful because the Devil will come and make us do bad things so that he can take us down to hell to live with him after we die.”


“Really?” Dana peered around me toward the mouth of hell. She just couldn’t help herself, not being Catholic and all.


“Yeah, really,” I said.


Just then, we heard clanging and banging coming from the depths of the pit. There was definitely something in there, and it was trying to get out. “I told you so.”


We ran the last few blocks back to our own neighborhood.


Safe at home, I hurried to change out of my school clothes and ran over to Dana’s across the street to play. She had a really nice house with a gigantic backyard, a tire swing, and a huge garden with things starting to poke out of the ground in neat, straight rows.


“Want some rhubarb? It’s big enough to eat now,” Dana offered. “We can pick it, then we’ll go inside and get a bowl of sugar from Mom to dip it in.”


I almost tasted it already as we ran for the patch of big ruffly leaves, their red-green stems waiting beneath. Focused on choosing the perfect stalk, small enough to fit in my mouth but big enough to load up with sugar, I didn’t notice what slithered toward me until it was too late. The snake slid across the white toe of my saddle shoe. I froze in terror waiting for him to get off, then ran screaming from the yard, across the street and through our screen door, letting it bang shut behind me.


But I did not stop there. I ran all the way into my parents’ bedroom, flung open the rarely used attic door, and ran up the rickety steps to hole up behind boxes full of old stuff. That’s where my mother found me, what seemed like hours later, still petrified.


“What on earth happened to you?” she said, holding me close to calm me down.


“The Devil, he climbed out of hell and followed me and Dana home from school. He was hiding in the rhubarb.”
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FIRST GRADE, 1957


The proper application of holy water is an art, and not to be taken lightly, according to Sister Mary Catherine. She was giving a demonstration as my Sunday school class crowded around the huge marble fountain in the entrance of St. Mary’s Church. Graduated from kindergarten to first grade, my classmates and I were mature enough to be serious about such things.


“You just need a little bit, so dip your tall man and pointer fingers on your right hand,” she instructed, holding up two nun fingers, “into the water, shake them off so you don’t drip any on the floor, then start with your forehead.” Her touch left a wet spot on her wimple. “In the name of the Father, and the Son,” she said as her hand swept down to where her belly button was hiding under her habit, “and the Holy”—left shoulder—“Ghost”—right shoulder. “Amen. Now you try.”


Lots of little fingertips fought for a place around the pool of sacred water as we all tried to remember what to do with it. Half the kids got it backwards, going right side to left, but eventually everyone learned to bless themselves to suit Sister Catherine.


Holy water, precious balm, one drippy sign of the cross later, you are closer to salvation than ever before. But where did the water come from?


The next Sunday, Freddie, one of the boys in my class, brought in a tiny little bottle filled with dirt. “This is soil from the Holy Land. My grandma went to Jerusalem and got it from the hill where Jesus was crucified.”


“Did she dig it up and put it in that little bottle?” I asked him.


“No, I think the priests dug it up for her. She brought home a bottle for me and one for my sister.”


Holy water probably had a miraculous beginning too. I imagined barrels of water, filled by silent monks in the stream where Jesus once washed his feet, being strapped, one on each side for balance, to a parade of donkeys.


The caravan would travel from the Holy Land across desert and olive groves to Vatican City in the heart of Rome, where the Pope, who would be waiting for them in the yard, would go donkey to donkey, blessing every keg.


From there, they would be carefully loaded onto sailing ships for the long journey to America. Once they landed, they would travel by train and then semi-truck until they were finally delivered to the door of St. Mary’s, where throngs of parishioners had planted themselves next to the empty font, waiting to sanctify themselves with the latest brew.


Not long after I became proficient with holy water I heard some older kids talking as they were leaving the church. One of them clutched a tiny little bottle to her chest.


“I’ve got my water for home,” she said to her friends, like it was no big deal. What did she mean? Was it possible holy water was available in takeout? I decided to ask Sister Catherine.


“Oh yes, Kathy, you can get a personal holy water font to hang on a wall in your house, and there is a big tank full of water in the back of the church where you can get some to take home and put in it.”


This was news. I could bring God the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost right into my own room. Christmas was only three weeks away; I would ask Santa to bring me one.


My little brother Steve and me, and Mom with baby Kevin on her hip, waited for what seemed like forever to get a turn at the department store Santa. Finally, he motioned me to come sit on his lap.


“Ho, ho, ho, and what can I bring this good little girl for Christmas?” he wheezed at me.


“I would like my very own holy water font,” I said, speaking up so there would be no mistake.


“Pardon me?”


“I need a holy water font that hangs on the wall, for my room. So that I can bless myself whenever I want.” It seemed clear enough to me, but he looked a little confused. I saw him look past me to Mom.


“A holy water font, you say?”


Mom nodded to Santa ever so slightly.


“Then that’s what I will put in my pack for you.”


“Oh yes, and a little bottle to bring the water home from church.”


“Of course, I wouldn’t forget the most important part,” he said as he slid me off his lap and motioned to Steve.


On Christmas morning I couldn’t wait to get downstairs. There it was, under the tree, right beside the Betsy Wetsy I had asked for months before. I pushed the doll aside and picked up a satin-lined box with the most perfect little porcelain angel I had ever seen. She was standing on a pearly white upturned shell rimmed with gold. I knew right away this was where the water was supposed to go. I looked back inside the box to see if he had remembered. I found a clear glass bottle decorated with a painted-on silver cross wrapped in tissue paper waiting to be filled.


“Is that what you wanted, Kathy?” Mom asked.


“It’s perfect,” I squealed.


“Later on Dad will hang it on your wall; you can decide where you want it. I think we need to cut up a little piece of sponge to put inside so the water won’t evaporate so fast. Now hurry up and get dressed for church. You can fill your bottle before Mass.”


“Will you hang my angel as soon as we get home, Dad?” We were riding back from St. Catherine’s in our old gray Studebaker. “I know just where I want it, on the wall right where you come in the door so I can bless myself comin’ in and going out.” My filled bottle was safely stashed in the midnight-blue velvet drawstring purse that matched my winter church hat.


“Sure, as soon as we get home.”


This was the best Christmas ever. My mother cut a chunk from a clean pink sponge she found under the sink while Dad got the hammer and a three-penny nail. “Right there.” I pointed to a spot just low enough for me to reach but too high for Steve’s sticky little fingers, unless I lifted him up.


“Voilà.” Dad grinned broadly as Mom stuck in the sponge.


“You can go now,” I dismissed them. This was something I needed to do alone. I teased open the little drawstring on my bag and took out the precious liquid. Carefully I opened the lid and poured, preparing myself for the first dip. This was as close to God as I had ever been.


The next school day my new friend Jeanie and I were comparing Christmases. She was impressed that I had thought to ask for my very own holy water font. Now she was thinking of getting one for her birthday. Jeanie was my new Catholic friend, and even though I still liked Dana a lot, Jeanie understood about mysteries of faith.


“Come over to my house after school, Kathy. I want you to tell my mom all about it so she can find one for me.”


Her mom was making us peanut butter and jellies as I explained my present and why Jeanie needed one too. “It’s a pretty angel with her hands praying, see, like this.” I showed her my best praying angel pose. “And there is a sponge inside the shell part to keep it moist.”


Moist was a new word I heard my mother use to describe the reason for the sponge. I was ready to be more grown-up. After all, I was practically running a church in my bedroom.


Jeanie’s big brother wandered into the kitchen, lured by the smell of peanut butter. His name was Tom, not Tommy, because he was twelve. “What’s you guys talkin’ ’bout?”


“Kathy got her very own holy water font for Christmas, and I am going to get one too, for my birthday,” she said.


“Well, you can thank me for that holy water,” he said, taking a bite of his sandwich.


“What?” I blurted out.


Tom swallowed and said, “Yeah, I’m in charge of it.”


“You mean you pour it into the tank from one of the barrels?” He was a big boy, but I wasn’t sure he was strong enough to do that.


“Nah, I get it out of the sink,” he said.


“You do not.”


“Yes, I do. Father McClain gives me the pitcher, and I fill it up and pour until the tank is full, and then I fill the big bowl in the back of the church. Then I add a handful of salt, and some olive oil that comes in a big tin.


“All Father McClain does is put his shiny scarf thing around his neck and make a sign of the cross at the bowl, then one at the tank. Presto, holy water.”


I expected his mother to scold him for lying to me, but instead she just smiled. I felt like such a fool.


I let the little pink sponge dry out alone, no longer being touched. I would have to be careful about miracles from now on.
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SECOND GRADE, 1958


The Fryer family moved from Freeport to Dundee just in time for second grade, so this year I would be going to St. Catherine’s Catholic school. My brother Steve was too young to go yet. They didn’t allow kindergarten in Catholic school. It was way too serious for finger painting and for the big wooden blocks so heavy that most kids had trouble stacking them up to build anything. He’d have to go to Dundee Elementary until next year.


In late August Mom took me to Wieboldt’s department store. Wieboldt’s was fancier than Sears or Wards. Mom, I found out, liked to think she could shop in the classier places. You could take any old thing from the Ben Franklin, put it in a box from Marshall Field’s, give it to her for her birthday, and it was golden.


Tucked back in the corner of the children’s department was a counter with folded shirts and things under glass, and a round chrome rack full of jumpers. There were only two colors, an ugly dark green, Irish green, Mom called it, and a beautiful navy blue. Mom explained that I would be wearing the same outfit every day all year long, except for May, because it might get really hot. I could wear regular clothes then, like I wore at my old public school.


“I like the blue one.” Best to speak up now if I was going to be stuck in the same dress all year.


“The blue is for St. Matthew’s Lutheran school, and the green is for St. Catherine’s Catholic school.” The lady spoke right over my head to my mother, like I wasn’t even there.


“We’re at St. Catherine’s,” my mother said back.


Just my luck to be born into a church with no sense of style.


The clerk pulled out two white cotton blouses with cute little Peter Pan collars. Then she studied me for an awkward minute, went over to the rack, and slid the whole bunch of Lutheran jumpers away from the Catholic ones, separating them like boys and girls on a playground. She pulled off two green ones and handed them to my mom, who gave each a turn in front of my bony frame. Mom did not believe in trying things on. The first one seemed like it would fit, but the other one was almost down to my shoes. “We’ll take the long one. I’ll just hem it up; it will be fine.” My mother had a degree in home economics from Iowa State University, so she thought she could sew things.


“You’ll need one of these too.” The lady held up a matching dark green hat. “A beanie, for when you go to church.”


Where had I seen one of these before? Oh yeah, when I was watching Spanky and Our Gang last Saturday with Steve. I think it was on Spanky. At least this one didn’t have a propeller.


I hated hats; it was my most unfavorite part of going to church, having to wear some ugly thing on my head that Mom and I shopped for, but I couldn’t have the one I really wanted because she said it was tacky. I wasn’t exactly sure what that meant except that I wasn’t getting the hat. The thing was, I had a ponytail most of the time except for those awful Toni home permanents that Mom felt she had to give me once in a while. I looked like a clown, my hair all sticking out in frizzy bunches she tried to organize around my head with barrettes, until my hair got long enough for a ponytail again.


I wore mine up high, no bangs.


Really, my only hat choice was something that went ear to ear over my head with no front or back. This beanie thing didn’t qualify. I was going to have a big stupid-looking lump under the back of my stupid hat.


The first day of school I marched off from my house in my hitched-up jumper with the six-inch hem. St Catherine’s was about a mile away, so Mom arranged for me to walk with the Fitzgeralds, our new neighbors up the street. They had matching kids to ours: Donna for me, Robbie for Steve, Susie for Kevin, even a baby when my new sister, Leslie, got old enough to play with kids besides Steve and Kevin and me. But they had an extra one, Wayne—he was a third grader and really cute.


“Good morning, children.”


“Good morning, Sister Mary Alexandra,” the kids answered in one sing-songy voice. I missed saying the Sister and the Mary but caught on by the Alexandra. This sister was older and smiled more than either Sister Felicia or Sister Catherine.


“To celebrate the first day of school, we are going to the church for a little blessing from Father Vaughn. Girls, please get out your beanies. I have some bobby pins if you need them.” Sister Alexandra took a piece of cardboard, printed with a beautiful lady in pin curls, out of her middle drawer, pulled a few off the lady’s face, and held them up, ready to pin.


I got out my beanie and tried it on. Just what I thought would happen. If I put it on so that the back missed my ponytail, the front was in my eyes. And if I put the front where it was supposed to be, the back got all scrunched up and hurt my hair. I decided to give this sister a try and let her figure it out.


“I see your problem.” She smiled at me as she whisked the beanie off my head. She took one side of the little hat, folded the bottom part in, and put it back on, finishing with a bobby pin on each side. She had experience with ponytails, I could tell. Sister Mary Alexandra and I were going to get along just fine.


“Look at her beanie; it’s all bent in the back.” Two girls were giggling in my direction. That’s all I needed.


Donna, the girl I walked to school with and who sat right in front of me since she had an F name and so did I, came over. “Don’t listen to Marsha. She was teacher’s pet last year, so she thinks she can get away with anything. We get called row by row, so we’ll be sitting together in church too.” I was really glad to have Donna.


About halfway through the blessing, the beanie started to itch. The bobby pins pulled when I stuck my finger under to give it a scratch. Pretty soon a string of hair wiggled out of my rubber band and was hanging down in my face. I had to keep blowing it frontwards so it would stop bugging me. This was not going to work.


The next time we had to go to church I noticed a girl talking to Sister Alexandra. Sister pulled a tissue out of the box on her desk, opened a bobby pin with her teeth, and stuck the Kleenex to the kid’s head.


This ought to get Marsha laughing, I thought, but nobody even noticed.


“Why is she wearing that Kleenex?” I asked Donna, who was pinning on her beanie by herself. Donna had what my mom called a bowl haircut, so it was no wonder she looked good in a hat shaped like a bowl.


“She probably lost her beanie or forgot it at home.”


“What if I told her I lost mine?”


“She’d put a Kleenex on your head too. But you better not be lying to her. If she looks in your desk and finds it there, she’ll be mad. She likes to make kids write prayers for punishment. Not short ones either.”


After school, I put the ugly green thing in my book bag and took it home.


I got used to getting in the line for a Kleenex. I even learned how to pin it on myself without tearing a big hole in the middle. Then one day, Mary Garabelli came in with something new. Mary and her whole family were Italian, and she was wearing the closest thing to a wedding veil I’d ever seen on a little girl. It was lacy and long, almost to her waist at the sides, but it fell perfectly to her shoulders at the back. It made her look like a holy card. She said her grandmother had sent it to her from Sicily.


When I got home that night I told Mom all about it, thinking that maybe, seeing how much I liked it, she’d offer to get me one for my birthday or something.


“You’d look just like one of the Mexicans that work at the tree nursery up the road.”


“So?”


“So. No.”


I was doomed to wear Kleenex on my head forever.
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SECOND GRADE


I was seven years old, or what the Catholic Church called the age of reason. That sounded like a good thing, a time when you could expect to have mysteries revealed and your opinions appreciated by your elders. But really, it just meant you were now old enough to be a sinner, and because of that you had to go to confession. But first you had to learn the rules.


There were two classes of sins. The worst, the ones that got you into hell without appeal, were dubbed mortal sins. These were the big ones: murder, bank robbery, and of course, not going to church on Sunday. I was okay on those counts. I didn’t detest my brother Steve enough to kill him, my spelling wasn’t good enough to write a proper holdup note, and my parents didn’t give me a choice about going to Mass.


It was those other sins, those venial sins, that were trickier to avoid. They were not as wicked, but from the examples given by Sister Mary Alexandra, I was already committing one or two a day. Who didn’t fight with their brothers and sisters, tell a little white lie to Mom, or disobey Dad when he told you to go to bed right now? And then there were the mysterious “impure thoughts.” I had no idea what that was about, and Sister Alexandra wasn’t telling except to say it was something we’d have to guard against when we got older. The Devil put temptation everywhere, like dog poop in the park, and sooner or later you were bound to step in it.


“If you die with a mortal sin on your soul, you of course go straight to hell. But if you die with a venial sin on your soul, you only go to purgatory,” Sister Alexandra said, like it was absolute proof of a merciful God.


My hand shot up straight as I wiggled with my question. “What is purgatory exactly?”


“I’m glad you asked that, Kathy. Purgatory is the same kind of punishment as hell, burning in white-hot fire, terrible pain and suffering. But you do not have to stay there for eternity. It’s a lot like going to jail. Depending on your sins, you will have to spend a certain number of years working them off.” Sister told us about it with a smile.


“What does eternity mean?” I asked.


“It means forever, Kathy.” Sister Alexandra stopped smiling. I knew that meant no more questions.


“There are three ways to avoid going to purgatory.” Sister scowled at someone whispering at the back of the room. It got quiet again.


“The first, of course, is never to commit any venial sins,” she said. “But God knows that is nearly impossible. Even a Sister of Mercy occasionally does something He frowns upon.


“The second way is to go to confession and tell the priest everything. But you must be truly sorry for what you have done, and promise to try with all your might not to do it again. Then, you have to say the prayers he gives you as penance, or it doesn’t count. It’s best to say them right away while you are still in church.” Sister Alexandra paused, her attention at the back of the room again.


“Robert, is there a problem?” she said.


Robert Klepper, a chubby kid who was taller than all the other boys, had to sit in the last row. He took advantage of the situation by making faces whenever Sister’s back was turned. He was so funny, we’d have to bite the insides of our mouths to keep from laughing.


Richard slowly got out of the side of the chair not attached to his desk. “No, Sister.” He smiled until his dimples were showing.


Sister Alexandra’s round face broke out in a wide grin. She liked Robert in spite of all his shenanigans. “You may sit down, Robert,” she said, just as smarty-pants Marsha raised her hand. Sister nodded for her to speak.


Sister Alexandra’s rule for questions was that if you had one for her, you should ask it fast, right from your seat. But if you were answering one of hers, you were to stand up straight, next to your desk, and speak so that everyone could hear you. She said standing up would give you a little extra time to think about the right answer. It gave me more time to be certain my guess was wrong.


“What if you get hit by a bus on the way to confession and have a venial sin you didn’t get to tell the priest yet?” Marsha was saying.


“Well, that’s why we have indulgences. If you notice in your books, after all the prayers, it will list so many years indulgence—for the Our Father it says eleven years, for example.”


The whole class flipped through the pages of our little white for girls, black for boys, standard issue, First Holy Communion prayer books to see what she was talking about.


“Indulgences are like insurance. You can pray ahead and store up years of indulgences that you can use against any venial sins you still have on your soul. That way you won’t have to stay so long in purgatory.”


Here was the loophole that would save me from having to worry that everything I did would come back to bite me after I died. I set about a plan to pray myself a buffer zone that would allow me to live a normal kid life, and maybe even get me past the “impure thought” teenage years that Sister had mentioned but didn’t want to explain.


I found a spare notebook and began the task of copying out the names of prayers I knew by heart—no sense wasting time having to read them—followed by the number of years earned. It was interesting that a Hail Mary only got you seven years, while the Our Father was good for eleven. Was it because going directly to the Big Guy was more effective than talking to Jesus’s mother? I prayed one of each to feel the difference; the Our Father took lots more time. That was probably the reason, I decided, otherwise everyone would ignore Mary and go right to God, so she would be twiddling her thumbs waiting for someone to give her years to, while He would be so busy He might not have time to do the stuff He was in charge of, like making the snow come down thick enough that we’d get a day off school.


Math was still kind of awkward for me, so I snuck into the den to use the massive adding machine on my father’s desk. I carefully punched in each number and pulled the hefty handle, copying the totals as they magically appeared on the paper snake spitting out the other end.


The most efficient way to pray, I decided, was to just say the Rosary. Fifty Hail Marys at seven years apiece was 350. Five Our Fathers times eleven, another fifty-five; adding in the miscellaneous prayers going down the chain toward the crucifix gave me a total of 434 years I would not have to burn.


Back in my room, I got out the child-sized mother-of-pearl beads that came as a package deal with the First Holy Communion prayer book and dangled them over my bedpost. I would say as many Rosaries as I could each night before I fell asleep. Then, first thing the next morning I would write down the years I had earned the night before and add them to the score. There was more than one way to outsmart the Devil, and the very fact that I had figured it out all by myself proved that I really had reached the age of reason.


I couldn’t wait to begin, so I went to bed early that night. “Hail Mary, full of grace,” I began slowly, reverently, but soon I began to pray as fast as I could, running the words together in a jumble. I wondered if Mary would be able to understand me, or if she was up in heaven yelling at me to slow down. I figured if I was real clear with the first couple of words she should be able to figure out the rest, and with everyone in the world praying at her she was probably only half listening anyway.


That first night I finished four Rosaries. As I lay there waiting for sleep to come, I fanaticized about approaching God on judgment day.


“Kathryn Elizabeth Fryer,” he would boom out at me, “I see here you have some venial sins still on your soul. There are five that you committed before you could get to confession, and there are twenty-five . . . no, twenty-six, that you were not truly sorry for.”


“If I may, sir,” I would say smugly, handing him my notebook.


I stuck with my plan, and for most of the second-grade school year I prayed my little heart out. But as summer loomed, I decided to take a vacation from the Rosary. After all, I was earning indulgences every time I went to Mass, and with regular confessions, I dumped my load of sins once a week. My running total was past 100,000 years indulgence, and even though there was no hint of the sentence for any given sin, I was pretty sure the Jesus who loved little children would not let me suffer too long just for smacking Steve.


I stashed the notebook in my bottom dresser drawer.
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SECOND GRADE


Sister Mary Alexandra explained the meaning of vocations to our second-grade class. “There are three different kinds. The first vocation,” Sister started, peering over her gold-rimmed glasses, “is called matrimony. This is what most people choose. Having a family is an important part of being a faithful Catholic. And since God has commanded we be fruitful and multiply, that is what married people are called upon to do.” The whole time she talked, Sister Alexandra tossed a piece of chalk back and forth between her hands, white dust falling like snow down the black of her habit.


“The second vocation is the single life. Marriage does not appeal to some people, so they will choose to live alone.” I could tell by her tone that she thought these people were weird, and we’d be smart to think the same thing.


“But the most glorious vocation, holy orders, is a life in service to God. This means becoming a nun for the girls, and a priest or monk for the boys. God only chooses a few to be His servants. But those who answer His call will surely earn a special place in heaven right beside Him.” She smiled, probably imagining her eternal reward for putting up with second graders her whole life.


“Now, I want you to write one paragraph about what you want to be when you grow up. Use your best penmanship, and spelling does count. So, if you don’t know how to spell a word, look it up.”


My eyes shot to the row of heavy Webster’s Dictionaries taunting me from the library shelf. I was a terrible speller. I never could figure out how you were supposed to find something in a book organized in ABC order when you didn’t know how to spell it in the first place.


Standing in line for the pencil sharpener, I tried to concentrate on what I wanted to be. I had never really thought about it before and had no idea I would need to choose so soon. I tried to imagine all the adults in my life and then pick out the happiest one. That would be my Brownie leader, Mrs. Fitzgerald, my best friend Donna’s mom.


Mrs. Fitzgerald was one of those Catholic women who were born to be a mom, which was a good thing because she had even more kids than we did. She also had a way of not being annoyed by a lot of noise and mess. At our Brownie meetings she showed us how to make girlie things, loaded with glitter. It felt like an honorable profession with just the right amount of service to mankind. I decided I would a Brownie leader. I set to work with all the enthusiasm of a second grader, giving one of the dictionaries a home on my desk until I was done.


Sister Alexandra stepped out of the room for a moment, assuring us that the Virgin Mary was subbing for her until she got back. The whispers began immediately.


“I’m going to be a nun.” It was Marsha, of course.


“Me too,” most of the other girls declared.


Were they just showing off, or would they all be bused to the nearest convent after eighth-grade graduation?


“Well, I’m going to be a priest,” Robert, the funniest kid in our class, said. The rest of the boys couldn’t wait to say, “Me too.”


I was surrounded by serious little Catholics. Was I missing something; did I have the vocation? I didn’t think so.


I tried to imagine myself as a nun. Right off, the habit was a problem. I had to have socks with seams that lay smooth enough not to irritate my feet, and the least little collar tag bothered me to the edge of hysteria.


I’d already had one run-in with religious wear. The scapular was a First Holy Communion present from the Church. Two postage stamp rectangles were connected by a couple of ribbons. One side was monk-brown itchy wool; the other, a smooth piece of white oilcloth printed with a tiny Jesus bleeding on a tiny cross. The idea was that you wore it under your shirt, putting the itchy squares against your bare skin, front and back, to remind you how Jesus suffered for your sins.


I wore mine itchy side out.


No, I did not want to be a nun. So I turned in my paragraph without changing a thing. The next day Sister returned our essays. I got a C, not even a C+. But all around me, the other kids were flashing their As with a stick-on gold star added for that extra special blessing. I couldn’t believe it. Even the worst writer in the class got one because she promised to take the vows. Sister Alexandra must get some kind of bonus for signing kids up.


I bet they give her free indulgences.
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SECOND GRADE


When I was three, I threw a fit in church because I thought everyone was lining up for Necco Wafers and I was missing out on the candy. But it was just Holy Communion.


I wasn’t too sure what Communion was about, but I figured Sister Alexandra would fill us in on the important stuff. All I knew for sure was that my very first time at the altar rail, I got to dress up like a bride.


Sister Alexandra showed us girls her wedding ring once, when we were all lined up to go into church and practice. She said it meant she was married to Jesus. And she told us that our First Holy Communion was the next best thing to being His wife. That’s why we got to wear white. I don’t know what she told the boys.


In the spring, when the big day was getting real close, Mom took me to look for a dress and a veil back in the corner of Wieboldt’s children’s department. It had changed since my uniform shopping days. No more shirts and blouses in the display case; now there were all white things, veils and gloves and purses just like my blue velvet drawstring bag only satiny and glowing. And on the rack were white dresses all around, covered with plastic so no one would brush by and get them dirty.


I already knew I wasn’t going to get the best one. We couldn’t afford it, Mom told me on the way to the store so I wouldn’t be disappointed inside. I knew she was right. I also knew she’d get me the prettiest dress she could.
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